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To my parents Marie and Hamilton Morrison,
who instilled in me a love of reading and
writing, and gave me the freedom to follow those
occasionally precarious dreams for myself.


And in memory of my grandmother Annie
(1917–2017) – ‘Read on! Read on!’
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‘It was as if Glasgow couldn’t shut the wryness of its mouth even at the edge of the grave.’


– William McIlvanney, The Papers of Tony Veitch
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Sparks rage through the darkness, then slowly fade. The smoke and ash are thick and cloying. I move through twisted metal and shattered bodies, the uniforms making them seem like one great, ruptured mass.


He stares up at me with a faith I find touching. I say words that bring no comfort, powerless against the screams and moans, the roaring flames and desperate prayers.


He is fair and beautiful, his skin smooth, his body opened up below me, insides wet and glistening. Flakes of ash fall on him, fading into his blood.


I run a hand through his hair, smoothing it back into place. ‘There, there,’ I say, and lean forward to kiss his brow, the flesh cold and damp.


Our eyes meet and his fear, his innocence, fill the emptiness within me. I cup his face in my hands and kiss him again, gently pushing my tongue past dry, cracked lips.


At first, there’s little more than cigarettes and whisky and blood, but then, slowly, I begin to taste his life, almost as if it’s my own. A birth in a squalid little tenement room, a woman’s cries. A mother and father old beyond their years, working and breeding, breeding and working, pieces of the human machine. A childhood of struggle and hardship, but little complaint, just acceptance. Brothers and sisters in the same crowded bed, pissing into a chanty near overflowing by morning. Football in the streets with a ball of crushed newspaper. A job lined up, same trade as the father, the child becoming the man, the pattern unbroken but for a patriotic call to arms and the embrace of a far crueller machine.


I pull back, the early morning air cool on my face. The faith and innocence in his eyes are gone. I take out my revolver and fire it into his beautiful face.


I move on to the next one – he is older, not so trusting. He tries to crawl away, but his legs are ruined. Another explosion shakes the earth. All around us, shots ring out.


‘There, there,’ I say.




GLASGOW


1932


Bandit country. That’s what they call it. When civilization dims with the daylight and the gangs come out to play.


From Castle Street, as you pass the Royal Infirmary and approach Glasgow Cathedral, the Necropolis is visible on a low hill to the east. Gazing upon the tombs and monuments inspired by the Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, you’d be comforted, reassured; surely any city that honours its dead so grandly must treat its living with equal respect. A common misconception, but you’ll learn.


Castle Street joins High Street, which in turn leads to the Gallowgate, where they used to hang people for stealing potatoes and other heinous crimes. Here you might pause to say a prayer for all the poor souls who danced in mid-air, nooses around their necks, to entertain the crowds in the days before the pictures.


If you’re of a religious persuasion – and in Glasgow it’s hard not to be – a certain flexibility is an advisable survival instinct. Staying true to your faith might get you killed when those age-old questions, known to every child in the city, ring out: ‘What school do you go to?’, ‘What team do you support?’, or more bluntly, ‘Are you a Billy or a Tim?’ – a Billy being a Protestant and supporter of Rangers Football Club, and a Tim a Roman Catholic and fan of the rival Celtic FC. Part of the fun, for the interrogator, is not letting on which side they themselves favour. Of course, you might encounter a nutter, who’ll declare himself in the opposite camp to whatever you answer just because he wants to hurt you.


Turn onto Garngad or London Road, and you’re entering areas patrolled by some of the biggest Catholic gangs in the East End: the San Toy, whose name comes from some obscure slang for ‘boys’; the Kent Star, from the teeming tenements of Kent Street; the Calton Entry, who ensure no one sets foot on Calton Street without their permission; and the Cheeky Forty, who number more than forty and whose idea of cheek is a slash across the face, not the sort of witticisms delivered by comedians at the Empire.


A gallus strut, a Celtic scarf and a half-decent selection of Irish rebel songs might help you navigate this fiefdom, if you hold your nerve.


However, even if you do pass through unscathed to continue along London Road towards Main Street, you’ll hear the drum of boots on cobblestones and the strains of a song that will chill your new-found Catholicism to its core:




Hello, hello, we are the Billy Boys,


Hello, hello, you’ll know us by our noise,


We’re up to our knees in Fenian blood,


Surrender or you’ll die,


For we are the Brigton Billy Boys.





Bridgeton Cross is the heartland of the Billy Boys, named after William of Orange, whose victory at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 ensured Protestant rule in England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland. This is where you’ll need the panache of a quick-change artiste, tearing off the Celtic scarf before it becomes a noose, and whipping out a Rangers scarf or a sash of the Orange Order.


Then a quick change back to the Celtic scarf as you encounter the Norman Conks, self-styled conquerors of Norman Street, who have a penchant for pick-shafts in addition to the usual blades, hatchets and sharpened bicycle-chains.


If you’ve made it this far unscathed, you’re probably growing in confidence. But that would be rash, because after the Conks, faiths jump back and forth with alarming alacrity – the Catholic Nunney Boys of Nuneaton Street. The Protestant Sally Boys of Salamanca Street. The Savoy Arcadians – Catholic – named after the row of shops they congregate outside on Savoy Street. The Baltic Fleet – Protestant – who patrol Dalmarnock Road with the determination of the Great War naval convoys they take their name from.


To stay safe, you have to switch religious allegiances with bewildering speed. Celtic. Rangers. Rangers. Celtic. God save the King. God bless the Pope. God, get me out of here . . .


But continue along the Saltmarket, cross over Albert Bridge into the Gorbals, and the religious divide becomes blurred in a melting pot of cultures, forced to live cheek by jowl by poverty, persecution and political circumstance.


The Gorbals gangs are composed of Catholics, Protestants and Jews, so religious beliefs give way to blunter interrogations, such as ‘Who are you?’, ‘Where do you come from?’ and ‘Who are you looking at?’


The Beehive Boys view themselves as the aristocrats of this underworld, connoisseurs of housebreaking and armed robbery, the South Side Stickers are content to booze, brawl and stick a knife in you, while the Nudie Boys of Mathieson Street – if they lived up to their name and braved Scottish weather in the buff – should be the hardest gang in the city. In fact, they were once led by a short bandy-legged seventeen-year-old named Mary Mooney.


And that’s only two areas you’ve visited. What about the rest of the city – Plantation, Anderston, Govan, Kinning Park, Maryhill?


Bandit country.


Watch your step.




CHAPTER 1


1910


When Jimmy Dreghorn was twelve years old, Rab Hunter held a cut-throat razor he’d stolen from his older brother Billy to Dreghorn’s neck, causing him to pee himself in front of at least three lassies that he fancied – Dreghorn liked to keep his options open back then, when he was young enough to think he had any.


Six years later, as they lay trapped together in the mud and blood of the Somme, Dreghorn would watch Rab Hunter die and wonder where all the hate he’d once felt had gone. ‘Fuckin’ hell, Jimmy,’ Rab would say in a child’s voice, and then fall silent, staring without seeing, his eyes never leaving Dreghorn’s.


The girls who’d been there that day in the no-man’s-land between their schools were Ina Beattie, Louisa McCallum and Rachel McAdam. Ina, not the brightest or the prettiest, who ingratiated herself with the so-called hard men of both schools with whatever else she had to offer, pointed at the puddle and laughed, which cut Dreghorn almost as keenly as the razor.


Louisa had been scared and tearful; only two years later, she would be dead of TB. But Rachel had stood up to Rab as if he wasn’t twice her size. She didn’t even flinch when he motioned with the razor as if to cut her, boasting that this was the blade that had given Matt Johnstone his big braw smile.


A few weeks earlier, Dreghorn, kicking a ball on his way home, had turned the corner into Ballater Street to see Johnstone on his knees, whimpering, hands covering his face, blood seeping through his fingers, and Billy Hunter standing over him with the open razor in his hand.


There was a girl with Johnstone, pretty, frozen with fear. Billy touched the handle of the razor to her chin, forced her to look him in the eye.


‘It’s your own fault,’ he said, ‘going with a worthless wee shite like that when you could’ve had me.’


He lowered the razor, wiped the blade gently on her breasts, turning the white of her blouse red. ‘Too late, now, though,’ he said. ‘No’ after he’s been up you.’ He closed the blade with a snap and sauntered off.


Dreghorn often thought of Rachel and the sympathy she’d shown after Rab had let him go. He’d just stood there in his wet trousers, unable to look her in the eye. Afterwards, although he developed an easy charm and humour with other girls, whenever he saw Rachel he was back in that moment, weak and embarrassed in front of the last person he wanted to see him like that. That was partly why, years later, on his last night in Glasgow before shipping out for France, he found himself up a close with Ina, kissing hungrily, as they pulled at each other’s clothes while the rain teemed down outside. She laughed at his fumbling the way she had when the razor was touching his throat, and he drove himself into her hard, not caring, wishing she were someone else.


It was a sin, Father Nolan would say; though not, he figured, as much of a sin as taking cold, careful aim at an enemy soldier stumbling blindly across the mud, or driving a bayonet into a man’s belly over and over again, or splitting open a skull with the sharpened edge of a shovel.


All of which Jimmy Dreghorn had done before he turned eighteen.




CHAPTER 2


Saturday, 1 October 1932


A face; pummelled beyond all recognition. An open tenement door, darkness within, blood smeared across the cold stone floor. Dreghorn wanted to lift the woman from where she lay, but was scared to move her in case he made her injuries worse.


Archie McDaid leaned against the wall, head bowed. Usually, Dreghorn went in first, a quiet understanding between them, never talked about. This time, McDaid had gone further in, baton drawn, as Dreghorn had rushed to the woman. He’d stumbled straight back out, stunned. A glimpse was enough.


‘Just a boy,’ he’d said, voice cracking.


The woman whimpered, and Dreghorn’s stomach tightened. He knew what she was asking, but couldn’t answer, not the truth. He spoke softly. ‘Don’t worry, hen, I’m the polis. There’s an ambulance on its way. You’re going to be all right.’ He hoped he sounded like he believed it.


He got to his feet. McDaid looked up, tears in his eyes, clearly thinking of his own children, and Dreghorn felt a rush of affection for the big man.


He brushed it aside. It didn’t do to show weakness or compassion, not in their position.


‘Fuckin’ pull yourself together,’ he said.


The house was the same as the one Dreghorn had grown up in, one room and kitchen to hold an entire family. An overturned table, a shattered chanty, the torn curtain of the alcove box-bed hanging by a single hook, the imprint of a small body on the mattress. Further into the darkness was the range, the big oven that should have been the heart of the home. The fireplace below contained only ashes. He gazed around, sensed the horror in the corner, daring him to look.


At first, he hoped the sticky matter on the edge of the range was spilled food, but the sad little form on the floor told another story.


The lights of a passing tram shone briefly through the thin blanket pinned over the window. The boy was wearing only a simmit, his skinny limbs startlingly white in the shadows. About six years old, Dreghorn reckoned; hard to tell with the malnutrition that stalked the tenements.


He visualized what had happened, in shaky black-and-white-like newsreel footage. The mother bludgeoned to the ground, the chanty emptied over her and smashed. The curtain ripped away in a frenzy to reveal the terrified boy in the alcove. His little body, weighing next to nothing, swung against the iron range again and again.


Dreghorn had seen a lot of corpses, dead from natural causes or the brutalities of warfare, but he was glad when the tram light faded.


There was a commotion on the landing. McDaid was questioning the neighbours who’d finally found the boldness to emerge, ordering them to bring blankets and tea for the victim, to show some of that community spirit the tenements were famous for.


A shape blocked the light, an ambulance man in the doorway. ‘See to the woman first,’ Dreghorn said, his voice pulled from the depths. ‘Nothing you can do here.’


He went out onto the landing. McDaid angled away from the crowd, speaking low. ‘Victim’s Peggy Bryce. Her man’s one Thomas Bryce. Runs with the Billy Boys, supposedly, though he’s nobody I’ve heard of. He was out drinking. Came back raging, yelling his head off. Nobody bothered too much. A regular occurrence.’


Dreghorn scanned the neighbours gathered on the landing and hanging over the banister above, saw a woman watching forlornly as the ambulance men eased Peggy Bryce onto a stretcher. She held his gaze for a moment, then a man – her husband, presumably – drew her away. She pulled free, went to say something, but stopped as the door behind her opened, and a little girl about the same age as the Bryce boy came out blinking in the light. The woman swept the child into her arms and hurried inside. The husband strutted after her, giving Dreghorn a smug look. The door echoed like that of a prison cell as it swung shut.


Outside, the tenements loomed high on either side, the walls the colour of dried blood. Dim light emanated from some of the windows, others as black as sin. Above the rooftops the sky shimmered red, the furnaces of Dixon’s Blazes ironworks raging through the night a few streets away.


One of the ambulance men stayed inside the vehicle with Peggy Bryce. His colleague shut the doors, nodded to Dreghorn and climbed into the driver’s seat. Another ambulance had arrived, but it wouldn’t be heading to the hospital, and was waiting only for the police photographer to finish at the crime scene.


In the squad car McDaid was relaying information to Central Police Headquarters in Turnbull Street via the radio. It was still a novelty; the only lifeline on their early beats was the Acme Thunderer whistle that street bobbies still carried. He had surreptitiously turned on the engine to keep warm. For a man of the islands, he was a big girl’s blouse when it came to the cold.


‘You’ll maybe be needing this, no?’ Dreghorn turned to see the woman from the landing holding out the jacket that he had taken off and put under Peggy Bryce’s head. ‘You’ll catch your death,’ she said.


‘It’ll have to catch me first.’ He smiled, the warmth and sincerity surprising her, and gratefully slipped on the jacket. ‘Is your wee yin all right?’


‘She’s fine, still half-asleep. Bit of luck, she’ll think she was dreaming.’


‘She’s about the same age as the Bryce lad?’


‘Aye, went to the same school. They used to play together. Don’t know what I’m going to tell her.’


‘What was his name, the boy?’


‘Tommy. Thomas.’


‘After his old man?’


The woman snorted. Dreghorn took a pack of Capstan Full Strength from his pocket, offered her one. ‘Listen, Mrs . . . ?’


‘Logan. Lizzie.’ She took the cigarette, didn’t meet his eye. ‘Somebody should’ve done something. Your lot. This lot.’ She nodded at the tenement, dark and oppressive. ‘That poor wee boy’s life was a misery.’


Dreghorn raised the windbreak of his Ronson Princess as he lit her cigarette. ‘Mrs Logan – Lizzie – what he did to Peggy was bad enough,’ he said, ‘but what he did to the boy – it was hatred, sheer hatred. It was like he was trying to destroy him. Why would someone do that to their own son?’


She glared fiercely at him. ‘Because he didn’t think Tommy was his son!’


Dreghorn lit a cigarette of his own, allowing her to smoke in silence, gradually calming as she realized what she’d said. ‘You don’t have to say anything else,’ he told her. ‘You’re the one who has to live here.’


She stepped back as the second ambulance crew came out. The stretcher passed between her and Dreghorn, the covered form in the centre small enough to break the hardest heart.


Lizzie inhaled deeply, breathed out as if getting rid of something that had resided in her for too long. ‘Peggy and me grew up together on Muirhead Street. Her mother died when she was wee and her da’ took to the drink.’ She took a final draw, flicked the butt onto the cobbles. ‘He wasn’t bad, he just wasn’t there much, left Peggy and her brother alone a lot of the time. In the street, folk said that they went together – you know what I mean?’


Dreghorn nodded. There were always rumours of incest in the slum districts, the proximity in which people lived, brothers and sisters sharing beds through childhood and puberty, often only leaving the family home when they got married.


‘Was it true?’ He suspected the rumours were exaggerated, that such things weren’t as widespread as was claimed. He and his brother were always sent out or told to turn their backs when his mother and sister bathed or undressed for bed. Most families followed similar precautions to maintain modesty.


‘Does it matter? Folk believe what they want to believe, don’t they?’ Lizzie Logan said bitterly. ‘Things were fine when they first got married. I mean, he was aye acting the big man, trying to get in with the Billy Boys, but nobody took much notice, just humoured him, really. After the wean was born, though . . .


‘Some of his so-called pals must’ve known the stories about Peggy, started slagging Tam about it, saying the boy wasn’t his, that Peggy and her brother were still at it. He started knocking her about, stopped her going out.’ Lizzie started as the ambulance door slammed. ‘The sad thing is, Tommy would always run to his da’ whenever he got home. Tam would ignore the wee yin or push him away, stare at him as if he’d trodden in something.’


Dreghorn thought about his own father, the man’s emotional recalcitrance and reluctance to engage, as if, consciously or not, he was preparing his family for abandonment.


‘Peggy’s brother,’ he said, offering her another Capstan. ‘Is he still around?’


The warmth of the engine was dissipated by the withering look of piety that McDaid gave Dreghorn as he got into the car, a look inherited from a long line of God-fearing islanders. McDaid was a long way from the Isle of Skye, but he liked nothing more than to affect an air of moral superiority over Dreghorn.


‘Have you no shame?’ he asked.


‘For questioning a potential witness to the crime? There are more ways to conduct an investigation than dangling a suspect off Jamaica Bridge.’


‘Gets results.’ McDaid nodded at the windscreen. ‘She’s still there, by the way. The Merry Widow’ll be getting jealous –’


Dreghorn glanced back. Lizzie stood at the tenement entrance, still smoking. The glow as she inhaled illuminated her face. Pretty once, but fading, worn away. Whether she was looking at Dreghorn or her life in general, it was hard to tell. She flicked her dowt away in a small shower of sparks and turned back into the shadows.


‘How is the Merry Widow anyway?’ McDaid asked.


‘A lot merrier than she’d be if I wasn’t around. And I’m paying for the privilege, remember?’


‘Mairi worries about you, y’know.’


‘Big Bonnie Archie’s the one she should be worried about. All those bridesmaids having a peek to make sure you’re a true Scotsman.’


The car creaked as McDaid shifted his bulk uncomfortably. He didn’t mind ‘Bonnie’ when it was used innocently, but grimaced when colleagues bandied it about sarcastically.


Donald Archibald McDaid was the biggest man on the Glasgow Police Force, winner of the bronze medal for wrestling in the 1924 Paris Olympics and Scottish Police Heavyweight Boxing Champion 1928. All of which, he reckoned, ought to earn a man a measure of respect, even if his belly had expanded somewhat beyond its championship peak. The soubriquet ‘Bonnie’ referred specifically to the fine figure he cut swaggering along Sauchiehall Street in full Highland dress, bagpipes under his arm, towards some wedding or police ceremony. In truth, he wasn’t the greatest piper in town, but he looked the most impressive, a mountain of tartan and silver buckles, towering over proceedings and drowning out all conversation when he played.


Dreghorn, his mood darkening, reached for the Morse code transmitter and tapped a message. The car radio, specially manufactured by EKCO for the Glasgow Police, was only powerful enough to receive verbal messages. Responses or requests from the vehicle crew had to be made via Morse code or telephoned in from a police signal box.


He asked headquarters to locate an Allan Kerr, possibly resident in Mitre Road, Scotstoun. ‘Peggy Bryce’s brother,’ he explained, and repeated what Lizzie had told him.


‘You know,’ McDaid said when he had finished, ‘growing up on the islands, you couldn’t wait to get to the big city. Jobs galore, the bright lights, the dancing, the women. You thought it was all happening here.’


‘It is,’ said Dreghorn. ‘All the shite in the world’s right here.’




CHAPTER 3


If the Mermaid Bar bore any resemblance to its namesake, it was to one that had been bludgeoned to death in the net by superstitious fishermen. They were parked on James Street, almost directly opposite the Mermaid, having first cruised past the bandstand at Bridgeton Cross, where the drinkers inside would have loitered earlier. It was now past closing time, but a dull glow oozed from behind the drawn curtains, and the murmur of voices drifted from the locked doors.


Bolts rattled. A shaft of light cut through the darkness and drifting smoke, and a bulky shape silhouetted in the doorway waved a reluctant goodbye. The door closed, and under the streetlights the silhouette coalesced into a moon-faced police officer, who straightened his helmet and walked off unsteadily.


‘Know him?’ asked Dreghorn.


‘Aye, useless big lump,’ McDaid said. ‘His name’ll come to me.’


They got out of the car, closed the doors quietly and crossed the road. McDaid thumped the door with his fist. A long silence, and then the sound of footsteps approaching the other side of the door. ‘We’re closed. Last orders was hours ago. You no’ got a hame to go to?’


McDaid remembered the errant policeman’s name and lowered his voice, pushing the tell-tale islands singsong out of his accent. ‘It’s Stew. Let me back in, it’s Baltic out here.’


A pause. Then the door seemed to sigh wearily as the bolts were drawn. Exasperation turned to shock on the barman’s face as he saw plainclothes detectives and not a uniformed officer. Involuntarily, he moved to close the door, but McDaid was already shouldering his way in.


The pub was a fug of smoke and hostility, glowering faces watching them. Someone spat loudly onto the scuffed floor. The walls were the colour of stale urine, painted with nicotine from smokers’ lungs and adorned by grimy pictures of sportsmen from another age, and romantic paintings of hills and lochs as foreign to the clientele as darkest Peru. A photograph of King George behind the bar was the only thing that looked as though it had been polished this side of the war.


‘Stew told us to call in if we fancied a dram,’ said McDaid. ‘Some man, Stew. Tells us all the gossip, doesn’t he, Jimmy?’


It wasn’t true, but the next time PC Stewart shirked walking the beat in favour of a fly drink, his welcome might not be so warm. It might even earn him a pasting some night in a dark street, the streetlamps switched off to save money by the Corporation, the local government body responsible for running the city. Into the ground, most people would say.


‘Did he now?’ A granite-faced barrel of a man turned from the bar, drinks in hand. ‘Still blowing the pipes, Archie?’


‘I’ve got a pipe he can blow,’ said a voice, loud enough to be heard, but not for the speaker to be identified.


McDaid smiled. As far as derogatory comments went, it was among the wittier ones he’d had hurled at him. He leaned against the bar, looked down at the man. ‘Weddings, mainly. And funerals. I’d happily play yours for free, Peter.’


‘Dance on my grave and all, I bet.’


‘No’ me. Jimmy’s the hoofer.’


Dreghorn nodded at the man: Peter MacLean, housebreaking, drunk and disorderly, grievous bodily harm; not the worst record, though he hadn’t been caught for everything. ‘Is Billy in?’ he asked.


‘He’s busy.’


McDaid said, ‘We’re no’ asking permission.’


MacLean looked them up and down, snarled at the barman. ‘Couple of whiskies.’ He picked up his drinks and nodded for them to follow.


‘No’ the firewater,’ McDaid told the barman. ‘The good stuff.’


The barman gave him a dirty look and reached for a bottle of malt. Then they pushed through the throng to where MacLean waited in a private snug, the windows either frosted or so filthy the effect was the same.


Billy Hunter’s eyes were always smiling; that’s what you noticed, no matter what the rest of his expression said. Sometimes that inner smile was cruel, sometimes calculating, occasionally warm, sometimes even genuinely amused, but it was always there, shifting and sliding so that you never quite knew where you were with him. Dreghorn had seen the smile often: as a boy at the Ballater Street slashing; in the trenches, just before they went over the top; on the streets, as Hunter drilled the Billy Boys like soldiers on parade or led them in a heartfelt rendition of ‘God Save the King’ under the bandstand; and in police cells, breezily denying involvement in some beating or robbery.


About three different shades of smile shifted through Hunter’s eyes as he looked at Dreghorn. ‘Jimmy,’ he said.


Piles of coins and a small stack of notes weighted down with a glass were lined up on the table in front of him. A nervous-looking man, spectacles held together with gaffer tape, was finishing the count, stacking the final coins with pedantic precision.


‘Gregor, beat it,’ Hunter told him.


Dreghorn took the man’s stool, McDaid flopping down on the bench as if to test its strength. MacLean remained on his feet, closing the door and leaning against it with deceptive laziness.


Dreghorn nodded at the money. ‘The Depression’s not treating some people too badly.’


Hunter waved a hand. ‘Just the boys paying their monthly dues. We’re like a social club, you know; there’re expenses.’


‘Very industrious of your lads to rustle all this up, especially when they’re no’ working,’ McDaid said. ‘Bet there’s a few shopkeepers light on their takings today.’


‘Times are tough for everyone,’ said Hunter, the soul of compassion.


‘How’s your mother?’ Dreghorn asked. ‘I heard she wasn’t keeping well.’


Hunter’s inner smile hardened. ‘Keeping her chin up. Always liked you ’cos of what Rab wrote in his letters home. Shame you’re a Tim, she used to say.’


‘Accident of birth.’


‘Accident, my arse. No contraception? Your man, the Pope, he’s got a plan. Everywhere these days, you lot. Aren’t they, big man?’


McDaid ignored the question. ‘We’re looking for one of your lads, Tam Bryce.’


‘Never heard of him.’


‘Funny, he was seen in here drinking with youse earlier.’ Dreghorn didn’t know that for a fact, but figured there was a good chance.


Hunter glanced at MacLean, who said, ‘He maybe hangs about on the periphery. No’ really one of us, though.’


‘Periphery, Peter?’ McDaid sounded impressed. ‘That’s a big word. Where’d you learn it?’


‘From your wife.’ MacLean leered. ‘She likes to keep her hand in at the old teaching, offers us ruffians a wee bit of extra education. Learns a thing or two herself, I bet.’


Dreghorn downed his whisky, slammed the glass loudly onto the table before McDaid could retaliate. A waste of a malt to knock it back in one, but he was losing patience, and a wretched little corpse was lying cold and stiff on a mortuary table. ‘This isn’t the usual shite,’ he said. ‘Bryce went home drunk, started knocking his wife about.’


‘Maybe she was asking for it. Lot of nagging wives out there. They don’t understand how hard it is on a man, no’ having any work, no’ being able to provide.’ Hunter himself wasn’t averse to dishing out the odd domestic backhander, but when the police had intervened, his wife laid a uniformed constable out cold with a right cross of her own.


‘He beat her half to death and then started on his boy, except he didn’t stop halfway. Caved the wee yin’s skull in against the range. What age, Archie?’


‘Six or seven tops.’ McDaid knocked back his own whisky, as if trying to wash away the taste of the words.


Dreghorn continued, ‘No’ the sort of man I’d want in any social club of mine. Story like that could sully the reputation of the Billy Boys.’


‘You want us to find him for you?’ asked Hunter.


‘Any useful information, you pass it on.’


‘Grass? Be a clype?’


‘We’re no’ playing games now. This isn’t about gang etiquette. A wee boy was murdered.’


Hunter shared a grim look with MacLean.


Dreghorn noted it, leaned over the table. ‘And he doesn’t just disappear either.’ He gestured at himself and McDaid. ‘We get him. He gets arrested. He goes to trial. He faces the death penalty. If I hear any stories about the Billy Boys carving him up and throwing him in the Clyde, doing the job the police can’t do, then I’ll make sure every polis in the city makes it his job to break the Billy Boys. I’ll knock your toy soldiers down as if you were walking into the German guns again.’


He flicked the nearest pile of coins, toppling the stacks like dominoes.


Hunter watched the coins pool together on the table, turned his laughing eyes on Dreghorn. ‘You’re aye so passionate, Jimmy,’ he said, like it was a weakness. ‘Sergeant Dreghorn always could fire up the men with some patter, make them follow him over the top.’ Then his eyes stopped smiling. ‘No’ so good at bringing them all back again, though.’ Leaning back, Hunter spread his arms expansively along the back of the bench. ‘We’ll keep our eyes open for the bastard.’ The inner smile ignited again. ‘Fine upstanding members of the community like us? Wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.’


Dreghorn and McDaid got up as MacLean opened the door.


‘Mind you,’ said Hunter over the murmur of the pub. ‘Wouldn’t hold out too much hope. Like Peter said, he’s no’ really one of us. Wanted to be, but only the crème de la crème, know what I mean?’


MacLean followed them out. Dreghorn put money on the bar for their drinks. The barman waved a hand. ‘On the house.’


‘No, they’re not.’


McDaid snorted. ‘If I’d known you were paying, I’d’ve had a large one.’


Dreghorn turned to find his way blocked by a skelf of a lad, eighteen maybe, almost the height of McDaid, who glared at him.


‘My brother’s in the Bar-L because of you,’ Skelf accused.


‘If he’s in the gaol, it’s because of himself, not me,’ Dreghorn said.


‘You put him there.’


‘It’s my job. I’m no’ bad at it either. Do you want to get out the way?’


‘What’re you going to do if I don’t – arrest me?’


‘Paperwork, courts? Too much bother for a scrawny bawbag like you.’


‘You’ll no’ be saying that when I fuckin’ do you, wee man.’ Skelf loomed over Dreghorn, expression fierce, his breathing growing heavy, like a maddened bull’s, then burst into a contemptuous grin and stepped aside as if taking pity on the detective.


‘I’ll let you off, wee man,’ he said. ‘Looks like somebody’s already gie’d you a good kicking the night anyway.’


Dreghorn glanced at the dark stains on his jacket. The sleeve rode up as he raised his arm; Peggy Bryce’s blood was smeared across the white of his shirt cuff. He turned back on the boy, heard a small sigh behind him as McDaid started to say his name, quickly stopping himself. The move had been made. Nothing to do but back it up.


‘I’m telling you, I’ll fucking do you!’ Skelf said again, twitching like a bag of nerves. He glanced around quickly, yelled, ‘C’mon, let’s get into them.’


Nobody moved.


Dreghorn cocked his head impatiently; I’m waiting.


The boy cursed, fumbled in his inside pocket, then drew his hand back out with a flicking motion.


Dreghorn grabbed Skelf’s wrist with his left hand, drove the heel of his right into the boy’s knuckles, pushing the wrist violently in on itself. The bone snapped easily, hardly any sound, and Skelf howled as if an electric current had passed through his body. The cut-throat razor dropped from his hand and landed at Dreghorn’s feet, and he head-butted Skelf – not enough to break his nose, just enough to send him dribbling down the side of the bar like spilled beer.


McDaid tutted in exasperation, scanned the wall of hostile faces. ‘Anyone else?’ he asked.


There was a moment when it could have gone either way, but it passed. Cigarettes were lit, men gravitated towards the bar, ignoring the lad on the floor.


Billy Hunter was standing at the door of the snug, shaking his head.


‘Gang problem?’ he laughed. ‘The biggest gang in this city’s the Glasgow fuckin’ police.’


Dreghorn watched McDaid walk towards his house – not much more salubrious than the sad slums they’d visited earlier – and marvelled at the speed of the change in him. A shrug of the shoulders, a loosening of the collar, a roll of the neck, and the big man’s whole body seemed to become softer, less imposing. Some people could switch themselves on and off like a peep of gas, shutting out whatever the city threw at them. For Dreghorn, it was always there, pulled taut, an inner tripwire.


Dreghorn imagined McDaid creeping around with the grace of a baby elephant, looking in on his weans cooried up in the same bed, lowering himself slowly, springs creaking, into his own bed, reaching out tentatively to test the mood, and receiving an elbow to the ribs in response.


He smiled as he started the car. His own domestic arrangements were more spartan.


He drove through the night, feeling disconnected from the city, a stranger judging it with a fresh eye, his headlights reflected in the rain-washed streets. As he crossed Jamaica Bridge, the Clyde seemed to pulse like a living thing under the rainfall, winding into the distance where eventually it joined the sea, opening Glasgow to the world.


He turned, passing under the Hielanman’s Umbrella. The glass-walled railway bridge, that carried the platforms of Central Station over Argyle Street, had gained its nickname as a gathering place for displaced highlanders who had made their way to the big city, forced from their homes during the notorious Clearances by landowners who reasoned that sheep were more profitable than people. The Hielanman’s Umbrella, offering free shelter from the inclement weather, became a place for them to meet and test the limits of camaraderie, musing nostalgically on a lost way of life that was hard at best and fucking miserable at worst. Strangely, it’s not just the good things people miss.


Dreghorn should have returned the car to the garage at Turnbull Street, but it was late, the trams finished for the night. He drove along Sauchiehall Street, still jumping with drunks singing and eager young men desperate to get a lumber at the end of the dancing.


On Kelvin Way, his headlights illuminated the greenery of Kelvingrove Park, the Gothic outline of Glasgow University looming above on Gilmorehill. Other dalliances would be taking place there. A few months earlier, the San Toy had thought they were on to a winner by using their prettier gang members to attract homosexuals who frequented the park at night, whereupon they’d beat the hapless men black and blue and rob them, safe in the knowledge that their victims wouldn’t complain to the police, sexual activity even between consenting male adults being a criminal offence. The scheme backfired when they encountered a group of officers using the same strategy to boost their arrest records with a few easy indecency prosecutions.


Dreghorn finally drew to a halt on Hamilton Park Avenue. He had lodged in the West End since returning to Glasgow, preferring to maintain a certain distance from the beats he patrolled. McDaid joked that it was because he was indulging his airs and graces.


His room was comfortable and civilized – double bed, washbasin, table by the window, chair by the fire, bathroom along the corridor, breakfast and evening meals included, though he rarely made it back for them. The townhouse belonged to the Pettigrew family, but Mr Pettigrew had died in 1929, leaving the property to his widow who, to make ends meet and save for their children’s education, rented out rooms, mainly to academics at the university. Dreghorn was the black sheep of her flock.


He moved through the darkened house as silently as on a trench-raid. The room was cold, but the first thing he did was strip off his stained jacket, waistcoat and shirt. He filled the sink with cold water, splashed his face and arms, and washed off Peggy Bryce’s blood.


He poured a whisky, threw it back, winced at the comparison with the malt at the Mermaid. Honest men never could afford the best alcohol. But one more and he wouldn’t notice the difference. Or care.


A gentle knock made him reconsider. She was so close to the door that she was inside before he’d finished opening it, a satin robe pulled snugly but chastely around her full figure.


‘Mrs Pettigrew,’ he said.


‘Inspector Dreghorn.’ They never addressed each other by their first names, a playful affectation of propriety, but also maintaining a certain reserve.


‘Everyone’s in bed,’ she said, as though there was nothing else for it.


‘Best place, this time of night.’ Dreghorn was tired to the bone, could sleep for Scotland, but suddenly felt the need to touch her, to take a warm soft body in his arms and chase away the memory of Peggy Bryce shivering on tenement stone.


He pulled Mrs Pettigrew towards him, loosening her robe as the door closed.




CHAPTER 4


1910


After the razor incident, Jimmy’s uncle found him sitting under the kitchen table, scoring one of the legs with a bread knife, damp underwear itching like a rash, his lip petted with rage.


‘What’s up, Jimmy? How come you’re no’ outside? It’s a braw night.’


Jimmy didn’t answer, drove the blade into the table leg with more force.


‘Jimmy, you don’t have that much furniture that you can start chopping things up for the hell of it.’ Joe Dreghorn hunkered down on his knees, nodded at the knife in Jimmy’s hand. ‘Give me that.’


Jimmy shook his head, stabbed again. A splinter of wood sheared off and fell onto the lino.


Joe reached for the knife, but Jimmy jerked it away too fast, the blade slicing across a callused palm. His uncle straightened up with a grunt, kicking the table as Jimmy scrambled out from under it. Joe moved towards him, fist clenched, blood visible between the fingers, and he dropped the knife. ‘I’m sorry, Uncle Joe. I’m sorry, I didn’t –’


Joe pushed the boy aside, stepped to the sink and ran cold water over his hand. Not a bad cut, but swinging a riveting hammer over a ten-hour shift would only make it worse. Three days until Sunday, no chance for it to heal, and no way he could afford to take time off. Jimmy apologized again and tried to explain, about the razor at his neck, about wetting himself.


‘What’s Billy Hunter got to do with you?’ The Hunters and their propensity for violence were well known in the Gorbals.


‘No’ Billy,’ Jimmy said, ‘Rab, his wee brother. It was Billy’s razor, but Rab stole it.’


‘So you thought you’d get yourself a bigger knife? You think that makes you a hard man? Anybody can carry a knife, Jimmy.’


‘They were all laughing at me, Uncle Joe!’


‘Who was laughing at you?’


Jimmy’s mother had entered the kitchen, as quiet and knowing as ever. He glanced uncertainly from her to his uncle, trying to read the signals, to understand the silent language that often passed between adults.


Joe smiled at his sister-in-law, reassuring. ‘Me and some of the lads were having a laugh on the way to work, winding the wee yin up. Don’t worry, he gave as good as he got. Though he used a couple of words I bet he didn’t get from you!’


Jimmy’s mother gave Joe the same look she gave her children when they were telling stories. She drew his hand out from under the tap and examined the cut.


‘It’s nothing,’ he said, trying to charm her. ‘A wee accident. Thought I was Dougie Fairbanks for a minute.’


‘Aye, right.’ She looked scathingly from him to her son. ‘The one and a half musketeers.’ She squeezed Joe’s hand, causing him to flinch and try to pull away. ‘How’re you going to work tomorrow?’


‘Maybe my big sister’ll bandage it up for me?’


‘I’m no’ your sister.’


‘More of a sister than he was a brother.’


Jimmy noted the exchange but pretended he hadn’t heard or didn’t understand. They were talking about his father, the shadow over their family. Jimmy’s mother glared at Joe for a moment, but the sentiment behind his words won her over.


‘You big sook,’ she said. ‘Keep it under the tap for now.’


Joe did as he was told. He was Jimmy’s favourite uncle, full of fun, but clever with it and not touched by the fierce temper they still said his father had possessed, even though he’d been gone for more years than Jimmy had known him.


‘Has the wee yin got a clean simmit and shorts?’ Joe asked when she’d finished with his hand. ‘Said I’d take him to the Green for a kick about.’


‘What’s wrong with the street?’


‘The Green’s better, like a proper football pitch. And there’ll be none of his pals around.’ Joe winked conspiratorially at Jimmy. ‘I can show him a few wee tricks to run rings around them.’


After some humming and hawing, his mother relented and Jimmy skipped happily along, until he realized they weren’t heading in the direction of Glasgow Green. Joe refused to answer his nephew’s questions, his stride strong and purposeful.


The boxing gym was upstairs at Morris Greene’s Dancehall, the murmur of tall stories, political discussion and drunken singing in the adjoining pub a constant undercurrent to the rhythmic impact of gloves on leather, the swish of skipping ropes and the explosive exhalations of breath as jabs, crosses, uppercuts and hooks were thrown.


Jimmy stood apart, wary and awkward, watching as the fighters moved around the spartan hall in a disciplined circuit – floor exercises, practice on the bags, sparring in the ring. His uncle talked in hushed conspiratorial tones with an older man, Dougie McGinn, small and wiry in a goalkeeper’s jersey, a burnt-out roll-up between his lips. Every now and again, they glanced at Jimmy and his wariness increased.


McGinn approached, Joe hanging back, and told Jimmy to put his hands out. Jimmy adopted a clumsy boxing stance, feet side by side. ‘Out, not up,’ McGinn spoke softly, but there was authority in his voice, a hint of humour which Jimmy figured was at his expense.


The old man unfurled a roll of bandage and started to tape up Jimmy’s hands, tight across the knuckles, weaving the material nimbly between the fingers. He selected a pair of worn gloves, the insides stale with sweat, from a cardboard box, shoved them over Jimmy’s hands and laced them up.


‘So, you fancy yourself as a fighter?’


Jimmy didn’t know what to say. The gloves looked huge and ridiculous at the end of his skinny white arms. He felt as though everyone was watching him.


They put him in with another sliver of a boy, perhaps two years younger than he was. They touched gloves, Jimmy gaining confidence as he looked down on his opponent.


McGinn struck a bell and Jimmy threw a glance at his uncle as if to say, ‘Watch this.’ Before he could move, the boy was on him with impish enthusiasm, a blur of movement. He winded Jimmy with a combination of body shots and followed up with a straight right jab that struck him full on the nose, bringing tears to his eyes.


After that, it was all Jimmy could do to keep the boy at bay. He tucked his chin into his chest and locked his forearms into an approximation of a defence, stumbling around flat-footedly as the imp continued the barrage.


Jimmy, thinking that simply staying on his feet would be a small triumph, looped an arm around the boy’s neck, trying to wrestle him off balance. The imp responded by driving a short hook into Jimmy’s groin. He fell to his knees, hunched over, gasping for breath, head touching the canvas.


The low blow raised a bark of disapproval from McGinn. Through his third set of tears that day, Jimmy saw his uncle’s sympathetic wince turn into amusement.


The imp closed in on him, his ferocity fuelled by overconfidence. Jimmy backed away, shifting his feet into the same stance as the imp, moving around instead of slumping like a big lazy lump waiting to get hit. He threw out jabs, clumsy but enough to keep the younger boy at bay and spoil his combinations.


McGinn and his uncle were leaning on the ropes, focusing on the bout, instead of chatting and laughing as they had before Jimmy went down. The trainer gave out encouragement – ‘Keep your distance. Use the jab. Nice footwork’ – and Jimmy realized that it was being offered to him, not his opponent. The imp was growing frustrated, his attacks becoming ragged, his guard slipping as he tried to make contact. Jimmy hit him with a right, the first solid blow he had landed. The boy rocked backwards, a hurt look on his face, his youth suddenly apparent. Jimmy lowered his hands in concern, blurted out an apology.


By way of thanks the imp hit him twice – one-two, right in the face – and Jimmy was immediately back against the ropes, buffeted by an onslaught of stinging punches.


McGinn told them to break and the imp flashed a friendly grin, touched Jimmy’s gloves respectfully, then skipped across the ring to gulp down some water. Jimmy nodded dazedly after the boy, remaining on the ropes. The rage and humiliation he’d felt about Rab and the razor had vanished, replaced by something calmer, an awareness of his own potential, of what he could do to prevent similar humiliations in the future.


It hadn’t just been about survival; he’d enjoyed the thrill of the fight, the power he felt when he landed a clean punch, even if it was his only one. And he’d gained a respect for the skill involved.


‘No’ bad, wee man,’ McGinn said as he unlaced the gloves. ‘Although, when you hit someone, don’t say sorry – hit him again.’


‘Did you used to box, Uncle Joe?’


‘Your da’ and me did a bit when we were wee.’ Joe sucked air into his mouth to cool the fat chip he’d just thrown into it. They’d got chips from the Central Café as they walked home, a whole bag each, not one to share. ‘Dougie, the old boy back there – I served my time under him in the yards.’


‘Aye?’ Jimmy tried to appear casual; older members of the family rarely mentioned his father and he was scared that looking too keen would cause Joe to clam up. ‘Were you any good?’


‘Nah, I used to muck about and have a laugh, and your da’ didn’t have quite the right attitude.’


‘Did he muck about too?’


‘No, he just wasn’t the sporting type.’ Joe looked his nephew in the eye. ‘D’you like it? Want to keep going?’


‘Do you have to pay?’


‘You don’t get much for free in this world, Jimmy. Don’t worry, I’ll cover it. Your ma doesn’t need to know.’


Jimmy finished school the next day with a defiant swagger, playing the inevitable fight in his head like a newsreel. Rab would reach for his razor, but Jimmy would be on him, fists like lightning, dropping him to the ground like a sack of totties, the entire school erupting into a cheer that would reverberate all along Clydeside and cause his Uncle Joe to pause, hammer raised, and smile proudly.


As it was, nothing happened. Rab slunk sheepishly by when their paths crossed, a bigger bruise than any Jimmy could have given him covering one eye.


Billy Hunter had claimed his blade back.




CHAPTER 5


Monday, 3 October 1932


‘It’s all go this week, eh? Two bodies in as many days,’ McDaid said with singsong enthusiasm, as if he’d been asked to dance by Madeleine Carroll and Marlene Dietrich and was having a hard job choosing between them. ‘No’ had as much fun since the war.’


A rare and beautiful sunrise had broken over the city, but Dreghorn and McDaid were in deep shadow, a half-built ocean liner looming over them, a mountain of iron and steel. They were crouched staring down into the darkness between the jetty and a tugboat, and could hear the lapping of the river through the narrow gap.


‘See anything?’ Dreghorn asked. He took a final draw of his cigarette, and flicked it with remarkable accuracy into a puddle of vomit on the cobbles behind them.


‘Uh-uh. Could’ve all been in his mind,’ McDaid said. ‘A bit of timber or some rubbish. Did you catch his breath? Smelled more like a brewery than a shipyard.’


‘Aye, one whiff and I’ve got a hangover.’


McDaid turned to a white-stubbled man in dishevelled clothes sitting dejectedly on a bollard. A uniformed constable stood over him, brooking no nonsense.


‘Hey,’ McDaid yelled, causing the man to shudder. ‘Are you sure it wasn’t a pink elephant you saw, out for a moonlight swim?’


The man grimaced as if swallowing bile. Bobby Tranter was the night watchman of Pagan’s Yard, the only job he’d found that allowed him to legitimately avoid his wife six days a week, sleeping soundly during daylight hours and doggedly patrolling Glasgow’s industrial heartland at night, fortified by hearty nips of cheap whisky. McDaid set about getting the story out of him.


Embarking on his early morning rounds, Tranter had stopped at the edge of the jetty and unbuttoned his flies to relieve himself. The stream of urine spattered off something solid. He glanced down, expecting river detritus. Instead, the lapping water offered him a man’s body, face down in the Clyde.


When he returned after telephoning the police from the shipyard offices, the corpse had drifted further, becoming jammed between the jetty and the starboard side of a berthed tugboat. The tug listed closer to the jetty, crushing the body against the slimy walls, and Tranter heard the slow cracking of bones. His already churning stomach decided enough was enough and, with a great heave, he deposited the contents into a surprisingly neat pile on the cobbles, which McDaid had trodden in earlier.


‘If the bosses find out I was drinking, I’ll be out on my arse,’ said Tranter, lip petted like a child.


‘Away and swallow a couple of gallons of black coffee,’ McDaid said impatiently. ‘If anybody asks, we’ll say you had a few nips from my hip-flask to calm your nerves.’


Tranter nodded gratefully and headed for his bothy. ‘Make some for everyone while you’re there,’ McDaid yelled.


‘Jimmy, Archie, I’ve got something!’


Dreghorn walked to the bow of the tug, where a smaller boat floated as close to the jetty as it could get. Benny Parsonage, Chief Officer of the Glasgow Humane Society, was on his feet in the boat, balanced with the deftness of a tightrope walker, pulling a rope slowly through the water.


‘A body?’ Dreghorn asked.


‘Feels like it.’ Parsonage nodded. ‘Depending on how long it’s been in the water, getting crushed against the wall, like your man up there said, would’ve expelled any gases, made it sink.’


‘Need a hand with that, short-arse?’ McDaid grinned. ‘We’ve no’ got all day, y’know.’


‘Away and bile your big baw-heid.’ Parsonage maintained a steady pull on the rope, careful not to jar loose whatever was under the water. The rope was attached to a four-pronged steel grappling hook, with which Parsonage dredged the bottom of the river, searching for bodies. Over the years, he’d become expert at gauging what the hooks ensnared, weight and water resistance alerting him to whether the object was made of wood, steel or flesh and bone.


Founded in 1790, the Glasgow Humane Society was dedicated to rescuing people, whether from accidents or suicide attempts, from the River Clyde. One of Parsonage’s other duties was the recovery of bodies from the murky depths or otherwise inaccessible riverbanks; his house on Glasgow Green, overlooking the river, was the police’s first port of call on receiving reports of such. He was only five foot one, but Dreghorn had seen him dive into the Clyde without hesitation to haul a drowning man the size of McDaid to safety.


‘Nice and easy, but quick and gentle; if you stop pulling, the current will catch it and the body could float away.’ Satisfaction broke across the river man’s face. ‘But no’ the day.’


The corpse broke the surface of the water gently. Parsonage eased it towards the boat, freed the grappling hook and, as respectfully as possible, pulled it aboard. It was a sad sight. The head hung forward, hiding the features. Other officers approached, watching silently as Parsonage rowed towards the nearest loading bay.


It had been seventeen years or more since Dreghorn had been in a shipyard, not long out of school, getting caught out by tricks like having his tin cup welded fast to a bench. Shipbuilding, like other beasts of heavy industry, had been badly hurt by the drop in production after the war ended in 1918 and beaten almost to death eleven years later by the start of the Depression.


Pagan’s had fared better than some firms, but was a shadow of its former self, the vast emptiness of the dry docks eerie and unsettling. Further along the Clyde, on the opposite bank, the morning sun silhouetted the cranes of Lockhart’s, the shipyard Dreghorn had worked in as a youth. Lockhart’s order books were noticeably fuller, a testament to the old man’s business acumen. The clash of steel and workers’ banter as they started a new day drifted across the water, stirring his memories.


Dreghorn told himself that he hadn’t thought of the Lockhart family for years, though he then heard one of his mother’s favourite sayings in his head: ‘I believe you; thousands wouldn’t.’


McDaid gestured at two younger officers as Parsonage moored his boat. ‘I did more than my fair share of humphing bodies around when I was in uniform,’ he said. ‘See this suit? Detective. That means it’s your turn.’


The officers lifted the dripping body from the boat. One of them gagged, but managed to maintain control, the other was focused and composed, trying hard to impress in front of superior officers. ‘Do people drown often in the Clyde?’ he asked.


Parsonage threw a glance at Dreghorn before answering. ‘No, son, just the once.’


‘And this poor soul didn’t drown,’ Dreghorn said as the officers lowered the corpse onto its back.


At first, the body put Dreghorn in mind of a flatfish, a bloater maybe. The head looked like it had been deflated, the flesh sagging, the skull cracked by being ground between the tug and the jetty. Yet even in that condition the dead man looked well-heeled and manicured, with a pencil moustache of the kind Ronald Colman used to charm the ladies, but which came across as a sleekit affectation off the silver screen. He was the best-dressed corpse Dreghorn had ever seen. His suit, sodden and stained with river-muck, was expensive, the fine cut of the waistcoat and jacket hardly spoilt by the fact that the wearer’s ribcage had been crushed as efficiently as the bones of his head.


While the post-mortem injuries might cause problems for the police surgeon, the actual cause of death would not. The man’s throat had been slit, a gaping wound that had bled out and been washed clean by the river, allowing the surgical precision of the attack to be admired more easily. The tendons and windpipe had been severed almost to the spinal column. With a little more dedication, the murderer might have taken the entire head off.


Dreghorn and McDaid hunkered down on either side of the dead man. ‘Cut himself shaving, d’you think?’ said McDaid, failing miserably to lighten the mood.


‘Take a lot of force to do that with a razor. I’d say a knife of some sort, a big blade.’


‘Gang-related?’


‘Doesn’t look the type to move in those circles.’


‘Robbery, then. They jumped him, did him in, chucked him in the Clyde.’


Dreghorn hooked a finger under a small gold chain that trailed from the corpse’s waistcoat pocket and lifted an elegant pocket watch into view. ‘No mugger worth his salt would leave that peeking out their victim’s pocket. Most expensive thing he’s carrying, more than likely.’


He patted down the wet cloth of the man’s suit, came up against an obstruction. He fished a handkerchief from his pocket to cover his fingertips, lifted the flap of the jacket and pulled out an expensive calfskin wallet. He flipped it open: business cards and sodden pound notes, easily more than he and McDaid made in a month.


‘Look at that,’ Dreghorn heard an approaching voice say. ‘Nimble-fingered. You can tell a lot about a man’s character by the way he rifles through somebody’s pockets.’


The speaker might have been trying to smile, but it was hard to tell beneath the weight of the huge ginger moustache that hedged his upper lip. The squat man beside him was smiling, or, more accurately, leering, displaying smoker’s teeth that weren’t so much stained with nicotine as blowtorched black. Detective Inspector Strachan and Sergeant Orr reminded Dreghorn of Laurel and Hardy, except their idea of slapstick involved a truncheon or pickaxe handle. It wasn’t laughter that would split your sides.


‘Cheers for holding the fort, lads,’ Strachan continued. ‘We’ll take it from here.’


‘We took the call.’ McDaid made no effort to step aside, blocking their access to the body. ‘Finders keepers.’


‘Where do you think you are – the playground?’ Orr shambled forwards, craning his neck to speak around McDaid. ‘I’ll have that.’


Nothing about Orr seemed to fit properly. His ears were too big, his eyes too small, his arms too long, his legs too short. On his own, he was a bit of a clown. Strachan was the one to watch.


Dreghorn ignored him, continued to examine the wallet.


‘Why the big hoo-hah?’ McDaid went on. ‘A body in the Clyde’s like a jobbie in a swimming baths. Everyone wants rid of it, but nobody wants to claim responsibility.’


‘Just doing our duty,’ said Strachan. ‘The Vicar assigned us personally.’


Deputy Chief Constable Sydney McVicar had been passed over by the City Council for the top police job. Ostensibly loyal and supportive of the new chief constable, he was still a member of the old order, a politically aware pillar of the establishment keen to protect those he saw as his own kind.


‘What about Sillitoe?’ McDaid shifted his weight, forcing Orr to step back or risk toppling into the river.


‘What about him? Why would he say anything different? We’re all on the same side, Archibald. Mostly. But we have different specialities. We’re the Crime Squad; you’re the Heavy Mob. A case like this needs brainpower. The only time you need to use this,’ Strachan tapped a finger to his temple, ‘is when you’re sticking the heid on somebody.’


Dreghorn was surprised to recognize the name on the cards, if not the association with power and privilege that it carried. He looked at the corpse – the fine clothing, the expensive watch, the handmade shoes – and thought of wee Tommy Bryce’s skinny body tossed into a corner of an icy room. The Glasgow Police would be directed to pursue the killer of this well-dressed man with the utmost dedication, but who would offer the shattered Bryce family such care and attention?


‘Nothing to say, Jimmy? Not like you.’ Strachan stroked his moustache with thumb and forefinger, almost as if doing so gave him some small erotic charge.


Dreghorn tossed the wallet to Strachan as if glad to be rid of it. ‘I’m just entranced by that ’tache of yours, Boyd,’ he said. ‘Can’t work out whether it looks like an orang-utan’s oxter or Ginger Ella’s big hairy bush.’


Ginger Ella was a lady of the night so ubiquitous and notorious that she could only be an urban myth. Her name – along with those of Clatty Bella and Sweaty Betty – was bandied about town in bawdy apocryphal tales, passing from pub to pub like a bad cold.


Strachan caught the wallet with a heavy swipe of one hand. ‘Ha-fucking-ha. Don’t believe all that Untouchables shite they say about you in the papers.’


Orr gave a death rattle of a laugh. ‘More like the wouldn’t-touch-them-with-a-bargepole,’ he said.


Dreghorn tipped his hat to Parsonage who nodded back sagely, and walked off, McDaid following, his reluctance palpable. Strachan bowed with mock deference as they passed, gesturing to show them the open road. Orr smiled smugly, puffing out his chest like a Charles Atlas advert.


‘You’re standing in puke,’ McDaid told him.


They walked away past piles of timber and angle-iron, stepping over rails and ropes, and didn’t look back, although the sound of Orr cursing as he balanced on one leg and tried to scrape vomit from the sole of his shoe made it tempting. When they were out of sight behind a warehouse, McDaid snatched the fedora from Dreghorn’s head and peered inside it.


‘Jimmy, are you in there? There’s a wee man out here says he’s you, but I’m no’ sure. He gives up awful easily. Just handed over a perfectly good case to the two biggest fannies on the force.’


‘You’ll thank me for it later.’ Dreghorn ran a hand through his hair, rubbed the back of his neck, not entirely comfortable with his decision to back off.


‘So, who was he?’ McDaid planted the hat back on Dreghorn’s head. ‘I know you had a fly look at his wallet.’


‘Charles Geddes,’ Dreghorn answered. Then, seeing McDaid’s blank look, ‘Sir Iain Lockhart’s son-in-law.’


‘Lockhart Lockhart?’ McDaid nodded towards the yard on the far side of the river.


‘Get dragged into that and everything else’ll be down the Clyde without a paddle. You want Bryce to slip out of the city while you’re hobnobbing with the bosses and the papers and a family that’s got more money than sense? Who’ll care about that wee boy the other night next to this?’


‘We would. We could’ve handled it. I can do more than two things at once, you know.’ McDaid flexed his muscles melodramatically. ‘Olympic champion, me.’


‘So you keep saying. Surprised you don’t have it pinned on your chest.’


At the wrought-iron entrance gates of the yard, closed to keep workers out while police secured the crime scene, a harassed constable waved them through. Other officers had drawn their truncheons and were warning the disgruntled shipyard workers to keep their distance. Voices were raised, swearwords rife, scuffles developing. The shift should have started over half an hour ago and they feared their wages would be docked through no fault of their own, their pay diminishing as the minutes ticked by.


They surged forward as the detectives emerged. A burly older constable prodded them back with his truncheon. ‘Hold your horses,’ he snarled. ‘Some poor bastard’s just been pulled out the Clyde, stone cold dead.’


‘Aye? He’ll no’ be the only one if we don’t get some work and a square meal soon.’ Many of those gathered were former employees, laid off months or years ago, but driven to turn up day after day in the forlorn hope of getting some casual work.


The years since the Great War had passed remorselessly, each one bringing another wave of disappointment and disillusionment. The hopes the workers had in 1924 were dashed when the first Labour government, led by Ramsay MacDonald, lost power after less than a year. The Red Clydeside union movement still fought for their rights, but it seemed a losing battle. A second Labour government, crippled by the recession, was swept aside by a Conservative-dominated National Government in 1931. Still led by MacDonald, now pilloried for betraying the Labour values that had gained him power in the first place, the coalition embarked on a brutal austerity programme to cut public expenditure, including unemployment benefit. In protest, the National Unemployed Workers Movement had organized a Hunger March to London, the first contingent of which had left Glasgow the previous week.


The constable had little sympathy. ‘How come you’re no’ on the march, then?’


‘Too fuckin’ hungry – I’d be deid before Dumfries!’


For a moment, the hostility was palpable, but resignation quickly set in and the crowd parted grudgingly to let Dreghorn and McDaid through. Dreghorn thought he recognized some of the men, faces weathered, old before their time, but gave no indication of it and received none in return.


Whatever his sympathies, he was no longer one of them. In his suit and hat, with his warrant card and detective’s baton, he wasn’t even a representative of the law to them, just another tool of the bosses and the government that was failing them.


Dreghorn understood their resentment of him. Maybe he even shared it.




CHAPTER 6


The most helpless Archie McDaid had ever felt was sitting on the cold stone steps outside his house listening to the cries of his wife as she gave birth to their first child.


Peggy Bryce, twenty-six years old, howled in the same way when she learned that her son had been ripped from her life forever. She’d not long recovered consciousness when the detectives arrived at the Royal Infirmary to take her statement, and it was the first thing she’d asked. McDaid didn’t get further than a faltering ‘I’m sorry,’ before she started crying. In her heart she already knew.


They watched awkwardly as the nurses tried to comfort her. One of them said Peggy’s brother had been in to see her earlier, before she’d woken up. They’d had to ask him to leave, even threatening to call the police – ‘In a right state he was, shouting and swearing his head off.’
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