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For Deborah, my love,
without whom these books may not exist.


And in memory of her mother, Elizabeth/Betty (born 1923),
whom I sadly never met, but whose recollections have helped
to inform the Dreghorn novels.
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‘Cast a cold eye


On life, on death.


Horseman, pass by!’


– W. B. Yeats, ‘Under Ben Bulben’
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PROLOGUE


At first it’s like a prison, an iron fist around my head, but as the horror goes on, it becomes a shield and I raise my hands, pulling it tighter.


There’s no escaping the sounds though. The heavier ones buffet me like a storm. The lighter ones scuttle over me, sinking in their claws. They echo inside the metal, writhe within my head.


A rat-tat-tat sharp enough to rend bodies.


A thump-thump-thump, followed by a sickening wet crunch as something gives way that isn’t meant to.


There’s a fearful whimper, a ‘No-no-no!’ and then a scream. The whimper is mine. I try not to think of where the scream comes from.


Squelch-squelch-squelch in the mud, coming desperately towards me. A bang, a splash; I jump, startled, as something spatters me, thicker than water.


I hear my name called, cut off by a slap and a curse. Crying, pleading, struggling, a barrage of blows being struck, a guttural mob of encouragement: ‘GETINTAETHEM!’


Finally it subsides. Footsteps tramp past. Figures bump me as if I’m not there. Shots ring out occasionally, almost casually. The voices become less monstrous, less bloodthirsty. Just another day’s work now.


Liquid sloshes past me in a heavy can.


Frenzied splashes.


Petrol fumes.


A brief, expectant silence.


The flare of a match.


A deafening whoosh. A blast of heat that almost knocks me over. A crackling like a hearth, but fiercer, louder.


Clang-clang! The impact surprises me. I heard no one approach.


‘Knock-knock,’ says an inhuman voice that I’ll never forget. I turn and stumble helplessly, not knowing which way is which. ‘Knock-knock,’ the voice repeats. ‘And you say, Who’s there?’


‘Who’s there?’ I stammer.


‘That’s right. Who’s there?’ Closer, alcohol on the breath. ‘I’m asking you now, who’s there?’


‘I . . . I don’t know . . .’


‘Who’s there?’ Shouted now.


‘I don’t know!’


‘That’s right. You don’t know. You didn’t see anything.’


Hands fall upon my shoulders, turn me away from the voice. A truck engine growls into life.


‘You don’t know,’ the voice says again. ‘You didn’t see anything.’


The hands free me from my prison, removing my shield.


I see everything.


Every smashed skull, every leaking wound, every twisted body in every muddy, bloody puddle. Every broken man and woman. Every burning house in a street of fire.


I stare into the flames until they dry my tears and burn my eyes.


I scream until my voice cracks and dies within me, ‘I see everything!’









CHAPTER 1


Glasgow, Wednesday, 29 March 1933


In the countryside, or far out at sea, the water was no doubt clean and fresh, but when it reached the city it was as dark as sin, punctuated occasionally by cheerful rainbow swirls of oil, leaked from the battered boats that plied their trade on the canal.


Inspector Jimmy Dreghorn stopped at the lock gates, glanced one way and then the other. A couple of weans were walking a dog on the opposite side of the canal. One of them threw a stick and the mutt followed fearlessly, launching itself into the water despite the icy temperature, springtime or not.


Dreghorn looked at Police Constable Ellen Duncan, who pointed west, in the direction of the Kelvin Aqueduct, where the canal crossed over the River Kelvin.


‘Just along there’s where everyone goes winching, sir,’ she said authoritatively. ‘Or at least, they used to.’


‘Notice I don’t ask how you know that, constable.’


She gave him a cheeky, knowing look. ‘Please, I wasn’t always a—’


‘Fine upstanding member of society?’ Dreghorn interrupted.


‘Police constable.’ She spoke over him. ‘And I do have a life off duty, you know.’


Dreghorn raised his hands. ‘Whoa, I’m scandalized enough already.’


The Forth and Clyde Canal cut across the Central Lowlands, joining the two Scottish coastlines, from the Firth of Forth at Grangemouth in the east to the Clyde at Bowling in the west, both rivers then leading out to open sea. When first opened in 1790, business was booming, with timber, oil and coal transported from one side of the country to the other. Barges and other working craft bobbed happily alongside yachts and pleasure boats, an unlikely camaraderie between the classes as they navigated the locks and sluice gates.


As the influence of the railways grew, transporting greater quantities of freight more swiftly, and the trend in shipbuilding veered towards vessels too large for canals, the Forth and Clyde had fallen into decline, not helped by the Depression, which had engulfed the country four years earlier.


A lumber boat was approaching the lock, heading west towards Bowling, and the lock-keeper emerged reluctantly from his cottage to assist at the gate, breath misting in annoyance as he buttoned up his overcoat. He saw the dog swimming towards the stick, right in front of the boat.


‘Get that dug oot my river,’ he yelled, ‘or I’ll chuck you in after it!’


He spotted Dreghorn and Ellen, straightened his cap and asked suspiciously if there was anything he could do for them.


‘Aye,’ Dreghorn growled, ‘don’t draw attention to us.’


They walked in the direction Ellen had indicated. Two barges were berthed on the same side of the canal as them, so decrepit they could have been mistaken for derelict, if it hadn’t been for the peelie-wallie-looking family glimpsed through the windows of one, and the skipper of the other half-heartedly scrubbing his deck. With a guilty air, he pretended not to notice them as they passed.


As legitimate trade had dwindled, so the smuggling of black-market goods had flourished along the canal, although that wasn’t why Dreghorn and Ellen were there; in piratical terms, it was hardly Treasure Island.


They walked a little further, scanning the long grass at the side of the path. The handlebars of a motorcycle came into view, the grass around them swaying and rocking, although there was little breeze. Dreghorn stopped, put his finger to his lips and pointed.


Two pairs of feet, one male, one female, protruded from the grass at the edge of the path; the woman’s on the bottom, splayed awkwardly, kicking and struggling, the man’s on top, toes down, scuffing the earth to gain purchase. The man rolled away suddenly, revealing the black-and-white sheen of his spats – completely inappropriate for Scottish weather, but easily identifiable as the shoes the suspect they were seeking was described as wearing.


Dixon ‘Dixie’ White: robbery, assault and battery and, looking increasingly likely, manslaughter, if not murder.


The case had dragged on with painfully slow progress for almost a year. It wasn’t an investigation Dreghorn was particularly keen on, but Chief Constable Sillitoe had insisted that he take charge, as it was an important test of the new Fingerprint Department, recently set up to replace the ink-spattered, index-free shambles of the previous regime.


The first robbery had been at the Kingsway Cinema in Cathcart Road, May 1932, with several nights’ takings swiftly and efficiently snatched at around 1 a.m., while the watchman enjoyed a supper break that ended up costing him his job. Sergeant Bertie Hammond had succeeded in lifting a full set of fingerprints from the safe, but there was no match with the paltry samples in the files. Hammond, whose eagle eyes Sillitoe had brought with him from Sheffield, dispatched copies of the prints to Scotland Yard in London. Again, no match.


Four more picture houses were robbed over the following months, before the bandit moved further afield with the same modus operandi – to Paisley, Greenock and Troon. At every crime scene, prints were discovered, sometimes fragmentary, but all matching.


The bandit had to be young, fit and something of a daredevil, due to the rooftop acrobatics many of the crimes demanded. He was likely to be a bachelor of no permanent abode, moving freely from district to district and spending time in each as he planned his heists. Beyond that, and the fact that he was a fan of the pictures, they had little to go on.


The case had become more serious on 25 March this year, when the night watchman of the King’s Cinema in Sauchiehall Street was found unconscious at the bottom of the stairs that led from the foyer to the auditorium, presumably after encountering the cinema bandit. The man’s skull was fractured; doctors feared the worst.


Two days later the manager of the Blythswood Hotel had contacted CID about one of his guests, a young man named White, resident in the hotel for over a week. On check-in, he had asked to be awoken each morning at eight sharp with a cup of tea, a service the hotel charged threepence for. Each day, along with some risqué flirting, White gave the waitress who served him the tea a half-crown tip.


This largesse aroused the suspicions of the spendthrift manager: White didn’t appear to work, but wasn’t short of money and, in the midst of the Depression, had just bought a new Matchless Silver Hawk motorcycle, the roar of which disturbed other residents.


Dreghorn’s informant Bosseye, a skelly-eyed bookie who boasted that he could see in opposite directions at once, asked around his punters and learned that White was originally from Partick, but had gone off to London in 1927 to make his fortune.


He had recently returned, sporting spats and fancy suits, and was often to be found standing his old pals drinks in the Windsor, the Hayburn Vaults or Tennent’s Bar. By all accounts, his newfound gallusness rubbed them up the wrong way, but drinks were hard to come by in the Depression, so if you had to suffer some shite patter to get one, so be it. Patience was wearing thin, though, because of White’s habit of tempting the local girls with a flash of his wallet and a ride on his motorcycle.


Dreghorn had recruited WPC Ellen Duncan to question the Blythswood waitresses, figuring they’d be more likely to open up to her than a hardened thirty-five-year-old detective. It hadn’t taken her long to establish that White was tipping all the female staff generously and was – unknown to each of the others – ‘stepping out’ with three of them. Where did they go on these romantic excursions? The pictures.


Hammond had been keen to get a sample of White’s prints, but without more substantial evidence, there was no legal means of forcing the suspected burglar to hand them over, although Dreghorn made a couple of illegal suggestions.


Sillitoe snapped testily, ‘I know you Scots have a reputation for being tight-fisted, but we can’t arrest a man simply because he’s a generous tipper.’


‘Agreed, sir.’ Hammond cocked his head conspiratorially. ‘But we can arrest the teacup.’


Ellen had collected the potentially incriminating china from the Blythswood’s manager that morning, but by the time identification was confirmed, the dapper White had left the hotel scooting off on his bike.


Dreghorn stationed a pair of uniformed officers at the hotel, in case White returned unexpectedly, then drove to Partick, taking Ellen along, somewhat against regulations, in gratitude for the good work she’d already carried out. They scoured the pubs and cafes White was known to frequent, but animosity towards the police won out over ambivalence to the motorcyclist and they met only a stony-faced silence.


Finally a little fellow slinked out of the Hayburn Vaults after them. Glancing over his shoulder, he whispered, ‘If I did know where he was, what’s in it for me?’


‘A sense of pride at doing your civic duty and helping us apprehend a dangerous criminal?’ Ellen suggested.


‘Dangerous?’ The man thought hard. ‘I’m no’ a grass, right, but he’s up the canal with Wilma Ford.’ He thumped his chest, which sounded disconcertingly hollow. ‘She was going with me before that prick turned up, swanning about on his fancy bike. She’s too good for him.’


‘All’s fair in love and war.’ Dreghorn said.


Dixie should’ve known he wasn’t going to get anywhere the moment she climbed daintily onto the motorcycle behind him and asked, ‘But what’s to stop me falling off?’


‘Hold on to this,’ he laughed and clamped her hand between his legs.


Wilma Ford squealed in horror and might well have jumped off, but he was already roaring up Byres Road, so she had to throw her arms around his waist or she’d have been bouncing along the cobbles in his wake. She was yelling in his ear – telling him how cheeky and wonderful and handsome he was, no doubt – but he couldn’t hear properly above the engine and the horns of other vehicles, honking their jealousy and admiration as he weaved in and around their cars, causing them to brake and swerve.


Dixie was lucky with the traffic lights, barely stopping all the way to Maryhill Road. He only slowed slightly as he came onto the canal path, politely allowing an old duffer with a walking stick to stumble out of his way. ‘Get yourself one of these, auld yin,’ he yelled as he revved past.


After a bit, he turned the Hawk into a small clearing, stopped and threw down the towel he’d sneaked out of the hotel. He lay down, careful not to rumple his suit, and looked expectantly at her.


‘Thought we were going to the Blythswood for our dinner?’ Wilma asked sourly.


It was a bloody good act, Dixie thought; her face really did look as though it was tripping her, but he knew she was just holding herself back.


‘Aye,’ he said, ‘but I thought we could get some fresh air first, work up an appetite.’


The Blythswood was the last place they’d be going. He’d already taken out three waitresses to cover his reconnaissance of his next cinema target, and there’d be a riot if they spotted him with Wilma. He patted the towel suggestively. ‘C’mon, it’s a braw day.’


Wilma looked at the grey skies, black smoke pumping from tenement and factory chimneys. She sighed and sat primly beside him, back straight. 


I’m in there, he thought, smiling sweetly, giving her his puppy-dog eyes.


‘Fanny will be the death of you,’ his mates used to say. ‘Aye, but what a way to go,’ he’d tell them. Better than slogging yourself to death in the shipyards or down the pits – bunch of mugs, wearing away flesh and bone against steel hulls and coalfaces.


In London he’d got in with the Sabini gang, Eyeties with a penchant for protection racketeering rather than fish and chips and ice cream. They’d taken to the cheeky young ‘Jock’ when they learned he could shinny up a drainpipe faster than Tarzan and was just as deft at safe-cracking. Of course that business with Darby Sabini’s eldest niece had obliged him to step lively out of the Big Smoke and keep on the move when he was back in Scotland, in case any of them were sniffing around after him.


Snuggling up to Wilma, he teased her until she relaxed and consented to lie beside him, then he was all over her like a rash, unleashing the full force of his charm: ‘You’re a wee smasher, Wilma, so you are. You’ve got all the bits in all the right places.’


He nuzzled her neck, licked her ears, planted slavery kisses on her lips. He tried to slip his hand under her blouse, but she pushed it away. Fair enough, a wee bit more winching first then. He tried to manoeuvre his knee between her legs, angling for a dry hump at least.


She was wriggling a fair bit, thumping his back and bucking her body under his. Trying to shove him away? Surely not. He suddenly remembered struggling with the wee night watchman who had tackled him at the King’s, rolling around on the floor. First to his feet, Dixie had clouted the man with his torch, then watched in surprise as he tumbled head over heels down the stairs. At first he’d thought the darkness under the man’s head was the pattern on the carpet, until he realized it was spreading, oozing . . .


Dixie jumped to his feet now, gagging, swallowing bile. ‘Fuck this for a game of soldiers,’ he said. He swung his leg over the Hawk, pointed at Wilma as if it was all her fault. ‘You’re a dead loss, hen, so you are.’ He started the bike, the engine growl matching his mood, and reversed onto the path.


‘What, you think you’re just going to leave me here?’ Wilma followed in outrage, even had the audacity to grab the handlebars.


‘You won’t want to go where he’s going, miss.’ Another lassie’s voice, firm but with a hint of sarcasm.


Dixie glanced at the newcomer, startled by the sight of her uniform: a polis you wouldn’t mind shagging – that was disconcerting. He was less drawn towards the man in the trenchcoat and fedora beside her, short for a polisman maybe, but with a look that didn’t invite you to mess with him.


The man flashed his warrant card and said, ‘Dixon White, you’re under arrest for robbery and assault and battery . . .’


Dixie stopped listening as the detective continued with the legal bumf, and gave Wilma his winning smile again. ‘Wilma, sweetheart,’ he asked, ‘are you a good swimmer?’


‘Me? Never learned.’


‘Just as well the polis are here to save you then.’


He gave the Hawk a burst of acceleration and nudged Wilma over the side of the canal. He was already turning at speed, spraying the air with gravel and taking off, when he heard the splash as she struck the water, her scream cut off.









CHAPTER 2


Dreghorn instinctively sprinted after White, but the young woman’s cries and frantic splashing brought him to a halt. He swore under his breath, turned towards the water and began removing his coat. Something bounced off his chest. He looked down to see Ellen’s police hat land on the ground at his feet.


She was already stepping out of her uniform skirt, revealing her slip as it puddled around her feet, and was unbuttoning her heavy jacket. She nodded urgently at White. ‘Get after him – you’re faster than me.’ Dreghorn started to argue, but she cut him off. ‘Go! I’ve got my lifesaving medals.’


Dreghorn had medals too, but they weren’t for saving lives. He nodded and started after the cinema bandit again. Glancing back, he saw Ellen launch herself into the water without hesitation.


Dixie laughed like a loon as he sped along the canalside. A daring escape, worthy of Douglas Fairbanks on the silver screen. Granted, filmstar Dougie usually played the goodie, but Dixie didn’t view himself as a villain, more a dashing, devil-may-care rebel.


‘What’re you doing? It’s no’ your money,’ he’d yelled as he fought with the watchman, trying to make the old boy see sense. He’d been sleeping badly ever since, waking well before his early-morning cup of tea, and had avoided the newspapers because he didn’t want to know the watchman’s name, think of him as a real person or – worse – read that he wasn’t ever likely to wake up again.


Dixie figured it was time to get off his mark, wondered if somewhere like France would suit him, the Riviera . . .


He braked as another trenchcoated figure stepped onto the path ahead, this one sporting a more hoity-toity hat, like one of those Churchill wore – a hamburger, or whatever it was called. Everything about the hulking silhouette said polisman. If the first fellow was one of the shortest plainclothes detectives Dixie had encountered, this one was the biggest; he folded his arms and waited, staring straight at Dixie.


Dixie shot a look over his shoulder. The short-arsed polisman was slowing to a halt behind him, about the same distance away as the big yin. The wee detective looked around, then bent down to pick up a discarded two-by-four, weighed it in his hands like some Pictish war club. Dixie looked back at the big man, still as a statue. The engine throbbed impatiently between his legs, 592cc of pure power.


‘Fuckin’ come ahead then,’ Dixie snarled and accelerated. Despite his size, the polisman would soon move, with a Matchless Silver Hawk hurtling at him at full speed. Either that or he’d be flat on his back, with a dirty great tyre mark running from his bawbag to the top of his skull.


The detective calmly took off his coat and placed it carefully on an adjacent bench. He removed his hat, blew a speck of fluff off the brim, perched it on top of a bollard, then ran straight at the motorcycle, cocky bastard.


Dixie wavered for a second, but quickly recovered his grit and went faster, the polisman drawing nearer, getting bigger and bigger, his fists clenched, arms swinging as he ran. Dixie yelled above the roar of the bike, braced himself for the impact.


When it came, it wasn’t the one he expected. The detective leapt into the air just before the bike ploughed into him, turning so that his trunk-like body was almost horizontal above the ground. The pattern of the detective’s suit, stretched across his shoulder blades, briefly filled Dixie’s vision, then everything went black.


Not that he’d openly admit it, but Dreghorn was impressed by Sergeant Archibald McDaid’s acrobatics. McDaid had taken bronze in the Heavyweight Freestyle Wrestling at the 1924 Paris Olympics and liked to boast that, at thirty-seven, he was still in championship form, though he’d have difficulty squeezing into his old wrestling trunks these days.


That mental image made Dreghorn wince almost as much as the sight of McDaid landing on top of Dixon White like a felled tree, crushing the robber into the ground. The motorcycle carried on without a rider for a short distance, then veered sideways and rolled into the canal with a drowning splutter. Dreghorn slowed to a saunter, attempting to delay the inevitable McDaid smugness. He had dropped the big man off further along the canal, in an attempt to block White’s potential escape routes.


McDaid had stretched out his legs, crossed at the ankles, and had placed his hands under his head when Dreghorn reached them. He smiled and snuggled into Dixie White as if the cinema bandit was the comfiest mattress in Scotland.


‘That was how I won the bronze, you know,’ he prompted when Dreghorn didn’t comment. ‘A flying body-slam to you earthbound bums. Speciality of mine – signature move, and that.’


‘Bonnie Archie McDaid, the other Flying Scotsman.’


McDaid frowned. He approved of ‘Bonnie’ when it was applied by ladies who admired the figure he cut while playing the bagpipes in full Highland dress, but was instantly on guard when it was bandied about by sarcastic colleagues. Too many times he’d opened his locker to find a photograph of himself from his uniform days stuck to the inside of the door, but with Jean Harlow or Carole Lombard’s face plastered over his own. Or, worse, his own ruddy face – cheeks billowing as he played the pipes with all his puff – fixed to the naked body of a wantonly posed woman, torn from the pages of books they were supposed to arrest people for possessing.


‘Is he alive under there?’ Dreghorn continued.


‘Och, he’s fine. Quietly contemplating his guilt, aren’t you, Dixie?’


A low, tentative groan emanated from beneath McDaid, as if the slightest reverberation caused untold pain.


McDaid started to sit up. ‘Where’s the lass that was with him?’


Dreghorn nodded back along the canal. ‘He threw her in the water before he took off.’


McDaid tutted and accidentally tramped on White’s groin as he got to his feet, prompting an even more despairing wail. ‘Beg your pardon, awful sorry,’ McDaid cooed politely. ‘It’s just no’ your day, is it?’


‘Ellen dived in after her,’ Dreghorn said.


‘And you let her?’ McDaid’s sense of chivalry was piqued. ‘Gentleman Jimmy Dreghorn strikes again.’


‘Ahoy there, inspector!’


Dreghorn almost didn’t recognize Ellen without her uniform. She was saluting him irreverently from the stern of the family barge they had passed earlier, dressed in a borrowed Aran jumper and a pair of man’s breeks, the legs rolled up at the bottom. Her hair, usually pinned in a bun under her hat, hung loose and tousled, still damp from her dip, making her seem younger.


Wilma Ford, swathed in an enormous greatcoat, head barely peeking out of the collar, sat beside Ellen, cradling a mug of tea in her hands. Another woman, the lady of the barge, sat with Wilma, though at first Dreghorn thought it was a man from the cropped hair, weathered features and Popeye the Sailor pipe she was puffing on.


‘Did you get him?’ Ellen asked.


‘Aye, Archie’s keeping him company – that’ll be worse than the prison sentence. Are you both all right?’


Wilma nodded quickly, without meeting his eyes. Ellen gestured gratefully at the other woman, who seemed to be sizing Dreghorn up.


‘Mrs Lambie here’s been looking after us. Helped us out the water, gave us some of her husband’s clothes to dry off and made us tea.’ She raised the mug. ‘Better than the muck you get at the station.’


Dreghorn frowned. ‘You’re the one that makes it.’


She lifted an eyebrow conspiratorially. ‘Aye, and if I keep doing it badly enough, maybe you lot’ll stop asking.’


Dreghorn thanked Mrs Lambie, then addressed Wilma. ‘You’re better than the likes of him. You know that, don’t you?’ He paused and she met his eyes sheepishly. ‘Don’t be fooled by the gift of the gab and a few bob. Sometimes there’s not much behind them.’ He was pleased with the avuncular authority in his voice, until he saw Ellen’s smirk.


‘Wise words, sir,’ she said. ‘Should I get my notebook?’


The three women shared a look at Dreghorn’s expense, but at least Wilma seemed less disconsolate.


He raised his hands in submission. ‘Aye, aye, you know what I mean. There’s a lot of chancers out there. No’ everyone’s a sweetheart like me.’


He had left McDaid to guard Dixie White, not that the cinema bandit was going anywhere soon. In fact he had howled when McDaid started to haul him up, complaining of chest pains and breathing difficulty. Admittedly he was wheezing, leading Dreghorn to surmise that some of his ribs were cracked or broken. It was a miracle he wasn’t as flat as a tattie scone, having had McDaid plough into him.


‘The heavy hand of the law,’ Dreghorn had said, drawing his eyes off the big man and heading back to their Alvis radio-car to contact Turnbull Street for an ambulance. Specially made for the Glasgow Police by the electronics company EKCO, the car radio could only receive voice messages. Officer responses had to be sent via Morse code or telephoned in from a signal box.


Ellen became serious. ‘While you’re here, sir, Mrs Lambie has something she wants to tell you.’


The woman had been tamping fresh tobacco into her pipe. She struck a match and stared at him suspiciously through the smoke as she lit it. There was no love lost between most citizens and the Glasgow Police.


‘It’s about one of the barges,’ Ellen prompted.


Mrs Lambie removed the pipe from her mouth, only as much as she needed to in order to speak. There seemed to be little yellow semicircles of nicotine stain on her lips where they clamped around the pipe.


‘The Blue Bonnet,’ she said. ‘Moored about half a mile further down the bank. Owner’s Rex Smith.’


‘What’s he done?’ Dreghorn asked.


‘Nothing – that’s the thing.’ A short puff. ‘Nobody’s seen him, and the boat’s no’ moved for the best part of a week.’









CHAPTER 3


Something about the design of narrowboats – the claustrophobic interiors – made Dreghorn think of coffins, albeit elongated ones. He hoped it wasn’t a premonition. He and McDaid shared a glance as they approached the Blue Bonnet, the rest left unsaid. The discovery they’d made the last time they boarded a boat still haunted them.


McDaid said, ‘Strictly speaking, we should call in Marine Division.’


‘We’re only checking things out.’


‘You’ll no’ be saying that if we find him sitting on the pan with his troosers at his ankles, deid from a heart attack or something.’


‘Anybody ever tell you you’ve got the soul of a poet?’


‘I’m just saying. On your head be it.’


Ellen had been keen to accompany them, but after the ambulance and escorting officers arrived for White, he told her to remain with Mrs Lambie. Ellen had fair fizzled with frustration, but while Sillitoe may have been more open-minded about female officers than other chief constables, he was also a stickler. Regulations stated that WPCs were not allowed to make arrests or even leave the station, other than on death duty. If he learned that Ellen had not only taken part in a chase, but had also been dunked in the Clyde under Dreghorn’s supervision, then the detective would probably be demoted back to uniform alongside her.


The detectives walked the length of the boat – seventy feet from bow to stern, and six feet ten inches wide, just enough that McDaid’s feet wouldn’t dangle over the side if he lay widthways. The traditional hull decorations of roses and castles had wilted and crumbled into ruins as the paint peeled and the wood below cracked. If Dreghorn hadn’t already been given the name of the vessel, he wouldn’t have been able to decipher it from the faded letters.


He noted the flies buzzing in the air and crawling atop the roof as if searching for ingress, but didn’t mention them to McDaid, already jittery enough. He knocked politely on a window, shuttered from the inside, as they reached the boatman’s cabin.


‘Mr Smith, it’s the police. Can we have a word?’


Silence. He knocked louder.


‘It’s all right, you’re not in any bother. Some of the other crews have been a bit worried about you.’


Silence.


Dreghorn waved a hand to scatter the flies, looked at McDaid, then stepped onto the small deck, grabbing the tiller for support as he did so. The rounded head of a propeller protruded from the water. A missed step or a stumble when the boat was in motion and a steerer could easily lose a leg to the churning propellers. He gave the door a shake. Locked.


McDaid nodded at it. ‘If you want me to do the honours, you’ll need to step aside. No’ enough room to swing a cat in these things.’


Dreghorn reached into his coat, produced a short crowbar with a curved end.


McDaid tutted. ‘I forgot; Jimmy’s jimmy always does the trick.’


The locks were flimsy; a little pressure and the doors cracked open. Dreghorn recoiled from the smell, steeled himself. He could hear more flies buzzing within. He pushed back the top hatch, not that it improved visibility, and stepped carefully inside.


Wood creaked wearily underfoot as he crossed over the hatch that covered the coal box. He gripped the jimmy, ready to use it as a weapon, reached out his other hand to run along the wall and descended the narrow stairs, the darkness growing thicker. Something soft brushed his face: a Rangers Football Club scarf, suspended from the brass drying rail that ran almost the length of the ceiling. He called Smith’s name again, but knew better than to expect an answer.


During the Great War, in the trenches and stalking no-man’s-land on night raids, Dreghorn had become attuned to death: the sights, sounds, smells. The stench that slowly enveloped him now, catching at his throat and seeping into his clothes, said that nothing living had been inside the boat for four or five days at least. Apart from flies. He longed for a cigarette, though lighting a whole pack at once wouldn’t exorcise the smell.


As his eyes acclimatized to the darkness, his foot nudged something – a bulky shape on the floor ahead of him. His fingers trailed across the window shutter. He dropped the jimmy back into his pocket, fumbled with the bolt and let in a feeble burst of greying light.


It was hard to imagine human habitation smaller than the single tenement rooms that most Glasgow families were crammed into, but the boatman’s cabin made them seem spacious. A small range stove with pots and pans suspended from hooks on the ceiling above it, plates racked upright in the alcove around it. A fold-down bench opposite the stove, for seating or sleeping. Another foldaway bed that came down at night to block the door into the cargo-hold. A cupboard door that lowered on hinges to bridge the cabin and form a dining table of sorts.


When the canal first opened, the boats were horse-drawn, and the boatmen and their families lived ashore. Competition from the railways forced them to move on board to save money on rent, where at least the conditions were more hygienic, with plenty of fresh air and a cludgie, admittedly rudimentary, which they didn’t have to share with numerous other families in a tenement block.


The shape on the floor materialized into the outline of a body – face-down, with a skin-crawling shimmer of movement upon the head. Dreghorn stepped over the torso as respectfully as he could, crouched down and waved a hand to scatter the flies, the pale light colouring their wings.


The light dimmed and the cabin rocked as McDaid squeezed inside. He waved his arms furiously to try and clear the air.


Dreghorn said, ‘Flap any harder and you’ll take off.’


‘Flying to the moon wouldn’t be far enough away from this.’ McDaid reached out to open the window that Dreghorn had uncovered. ‘Is that our man?’


‘Suppose so.’ Dreghorn leaned closer to the body. ‘I don’t envy whoever has to identify him. Gunshot. Back of the head. Revolver probably.’


McDaid pulled a face. Although illegal firearms had flooded the country after the war, brought back as soldiers’ souvenirs from battlefields across the globe, actual gun crimes were few. Ammunition was hard to come by and the penalties were heavy. Why risk it when there were knives, razors, bicycle chains, pick-shafts and good old-fashioned bottles around?


From the way he had fallen, Smith – if it was him – had been on his knees, the killer standing behind him, the revolver at point-blank range. Dreghorn pictured it in his head, a stark newsreel.


There were no signs of a struggle; indeed the rest of the cabin was immaculate, the kitchenware clean and neatly tidied away, the gas mantle and the brass drying rail overhead polished until they gleamed. Dreghorn felt a chill at the preciseness of it, the cold-bloodedness. Most murders and acts of violence in the city were carried out in the heat of the moment, driven by rage. This was an execution. A single shot, well planned, no fuss.


The entry wound was neat, easily visible through Smith’s cropped hair. The pulped, gaping maw of the exit wound seemed sunk into the deck, the pool of blood now black and crusted. Dreghorn imagined the sucking noise it would make when the corpse was prised off the deck.


Small, narrow shelves were set into an alcove just before the cross-bed, home to a familiar collection of trinkets and photographs. Familiar because most households held something similar: sweet, innocent mementoes of family life. Smith’s were spattered with blood and brains and fragments of bone, clotted and hardened so that the images were impossible to discern.


It seemed like an insult to all families – to the celebration of affection, to normality, to the trappings of so-called civilized society. One photograph seemed to feature men in military uniform, but blotches of gore obscured their faces and any regimental details.


Smith had been kneeling in front of the photographs as if they were a shrine. Was that significant? Had the killer forced him to assume that position for a reason? Or had Smith just wanted to fill his gaze with the comfort of something he loved as he waited for death?


Dreghorn’s mother had a similar military photograph on display, of him and his Uncle Joe – young and gallus before they went to war in 1914, safe in the knowledge that they would be back by that Christmas. Dreghorn did not return to Glasgow until 1920: six years of war of one sort or another. His uncle came home earlier, a ravaged man. Dreghorn felt the old rage grind within him, and the helplessness that went with it.


It seemed to take an age to rise to his feet, the walls of the cabin bearing down on him. McDaid was staring at him.


‘You and me need to stay off boats, Jimmy,’ he said. ‘From now on, I’m a confirmed landlubber.’









CHAPTER 4


‘I am capable of cooking for myself, you know.’


‘Oh, aye,’ Mairi McDaid said over her shoulder from the range. ‘A regular Mrs Beeton.’


‘Well, if you’re no’ hungry, wee man . . .’ Needing no excuse where food was concerned, McDaid reached for Dreghorn’s plate, even though he hadn’t yet touched his own.


‘Get!’ Dreghorn raised his fork like a gladiator’s trident to defend his mince and tatties. He feinted a couple of times until McDaid retreated, then smiled. ‘I can cook for myself, but I’d have to be daft to turn down grub like this.’ He reached for a slice of bread, already buttered and on the table in front of them.


Mairi set down her own plate, followed by two bottles of McEwan’s Export. She sat beside her husband, opposite Dreghorn, who looked at the pair of them.


‘It’s just, you don’t need to worry about me,’ he stated.


‘If I worry about anyone, it’s myself, having to go around with you.’ McDaid shovelled in a huge forkful of food, then gasped in cold air to stop his mouth burning. Mairi absent-mindedly slid a glass of water towards him.


‘Archie says you’re looking for somewhere else to live,’ she said to Dreghorn.


‘Does he now?’


McDaid ignored Dreghorn’s frown, laughed. ‘He’s no’ got much choice – the Merry Widow’s found herself a new man.’ He poured his beer with typical abandon, then lunged forward to sook the overflowing froth from the top of the glass.


‘I thought all that was . . .’ Mairi left the rest unsaid.


‘All that was nothing anyway; your man’s imagination gets the better of him sometimes.’ Dreghorn lifted his glass, angled it to pour his beer with a perfect head. ‘It’s true, though, Mrs Pettigrew does seem to have taken a shine to her latest lodger.’


‘An educated man: university lecturer, no less,’ McDaid stated. ‘They go to the theatre together; not the music hall, the posh theatre’ – he nodded at his wife – ‘the kind you like.’


Mairi ignored him, smiled sympathetically at Dreghorn. ‘He’s a lodger too? Must be awkward for you and her.’


Dreghorn shrugged nonchalantly, but knew he wasn’t fooling her.


McDaid wiped his plate with a chunk of bread. ‘Must get the heebie-jeebies whenever they pass in the corridor. And the new man’s room’s right next to his. Why d’you think he’s round here all the time?’


‘You’re the one that drags me back.’ Dreghorn ate a forkful of mince, winked at Mairi. ‘He claims all you do is nip his heid if I’m no’ here. Bringing me back’s the only way he gets any peace. So he says.’


‘Peace? He doesn’t know the meaning of the word, with those blasted pipes. Woke the whole house up last Sunday morning.’


‘Folk pay good money to hear me play, and well you know it,’ McDaid straightened like an outraged ramrod. ‘You just don’t appreciate that I’m an artist.’


Mairi waved a hand, dismissing his pretentions. ‘Poor Morag thought Nessie was coming for her.’


New eyewitness accounts and photographs purporting to capture the monstrous underwater denizen of Loch Ness had been published in The Inverness Courier a few weeks earlier and were still the talk of the town.


‘To be fair,’ Dreghorn said, ‘there is a resemblance.’


Mairi laughed, reached for her husband’s glass as he finished refilling it and took a healthy sip for herself.


McDaid glowered. ‘Hen-pecked in the hoose and downtrodden at work.’ He thumped his chest. ‘Us sporting heroes shouldn’t have to put up with this.’


Dreghorn poured himself more beer. ‘How’s Morag settling in? How’re you all settling in?’


In January, McDaid and his family had moved from their cramped tenement house to a semi-detached cottage in Mosspark with a front and back garden. Part of the ‘Homes for Heroes’ programme – the reality of which fell far short of the political promise – the rent was a stretch financially, but Chief Constable Sillitoe himself had pulled a few strings to accommodate the growing McDaid clan.


Archie and Mairi already had three sons – Wee Archie, Bruce and Kenneth – and had recently adopted Morag Gilmartin from Trinity Village, an orphan community in the Renfrewshire countryside. After months of weekend visits to assess their compatibility, which was never really in doubt, the adoption had been formalized just before the move. The last time Dreghorn had visited the girl had proudly shown him practice attempts at her new signature: Morag McDaid.


‘Hard to credit the space we’ve got,’ Mairi replied. ‘Almost doesn’t seem right, after just a room and kitchen. A bit of decorating to make it more our own’ – a barbed look at McDaid – ‘but, aye, it feels like home all right.’


‘And Morag?’


Mairi had been a teacher before marrying McDaid, her insight into the children extending beyond the domestic arena. ‘She’s happy, we think. We told our laddies to watch out for her at school, and she’s not been strange with any of us since getting here. Misses some of her pals back at Trinity, but she’ll make new ones and we’ll make sure she stays in touch as much as we can.’ She glanced at McDaid. ‘She’s stopped wetting the bed . . .’


‘Touch wood,’ McDaid planted a palm on the table.


‘But she still has the bad dreams.’


‘No wonder, poor lassie,’ said Dreghorn.


The detectives had rescued Morag from a house fire in Trinity Village the year before. Prior to the blaze being set, she had been locked in a wardrobe, cowering in terror as the flames raged closer and the smoke stole her breath.


Didn’t seem right to send her back after that, McDaid had said matter-of-factly at the time. He and Mairi now looked at each other with a depth of feeling Dreghorn doubted he’d ever know himself.


Mairi said, ‘You can always stay here for a wee bit until you get yourself sorted out.’


Behind her back, McDaid, his eyes on Dreghorn, shook his head so vigorously it was a wonder he didn’t get whiplash. He burst into an ingratiating smile as she glanced at him. ‘Of course, long as you want,’ he said, then paused. ‘Or maybe back at the station? The cells are quite comfortable – the prisoners are aye saying so.’


They had remained at the Blue Bonnet until the police photographer had finished and the corpse had been transported to the morgue, by which time the light was fading. McDaid had joked that if Ellen was keen, she could get a lift back with the corpse and get dropped off at Turnbull Street on the way. She had elected to return with them in the Alvis. Another ambulance had ferried Dixie White, still moaning and groaning, to the Royal Infirmary.


They dropped Ellen off in Dennistoun and drove off quickly, in case her parents challenged them about the state of damp disarray in which they had delivered her.


Their shift had finished, but they still nipped into the station to file White’s arrest. Dreghorn neglected to return the Alvis to the garage and drove McDaid home. The big man – trying to avoid the expense of post-work drinks – suggested that Dreghorn join them for dinner and a wee dram. Dreghorn noted that McDaid had recently adopted the term ‘dinner’ for an evening meal instead of ‘tea’. The children had gone to bed, so they had crept in quietly, and Dreghorn attempted to leave with equal stealth.


Mairi said she’d walk him to the door, but stopped and turned to face him in the corridor.


‘How are you, Jimmy?’ she asked. ‘Really.’


He started the usual answer, but she saw through it, saw the emptiness within him. For a moment her eyes became another’s, full of love at first, then fear and hopelessness, and finally a dark nothing.


‘I’m fine.’ The words caught in his throat.


She nodded as if he wasn’t fooling anyone, led him towards one of the bedroom doors and opened it enough for him to peer inside.


In one bed, he could see the form of Wee Archie, asleep, the blankets kicked off. In the other, he could just make out Morag’s blonde hair and peaceful features. A soft toy in the shape of a Highland terrier that he’d bought for her rested in the crook of her arm.


Mairi slowly closed the door, keeping her eyes on Dreghorn.


‘Whatever else is going on in your life, Jimmy,’ she said, ‘that wee lassie wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. Remember that.’


‘It was Archie that found her.’ He put on his hat and stepped past her towards the front door, saying good night.


‘Aye, you too,’ she said, a little harshly.


No sooner had she shut the door after him than a gentle knock sounded on the other side. Dreghorn was standing there, having removed his hat. He darted forward with a boxer’s speed and kissed her on the cheek.


‘Thank you,’ he said.


Sometimes it’s all just darkness, easy to lose any sense of where you are. What you are, in some cases.


Chimneys, industrial and domestic, heaved black smoke into ebony skies; the air thickened, heavy and oppressive. Shapes gradually formed within the gloom, large swathes of the city’s lighting extinguished to save money in the Depression, little thought given to the welfare of those walking the streets.


The hard edges of tenement blocks were etched into the darkness. Scrape the walls with a blade to remove the filth and you’d reveal hues of gold or red sandstone, like some magical artefact on an archaeological dig. More disturbing were the moving shadows, adopting human shape as they came towards you, too late to gauge whether they were harmless in nature and intent or predatory. If it hadn’t been for the headlights of the Alvis, illuminating cobbled roads, stray dogs, gang members guarding street corners, it would have been easy to get lost, disorientated.


The steeple of the Caledonia Road United Presbyterian Church loomed above Dreghorn as he approached the Gorbals and turned onto Crown Street. A house of God; turned black as sin by the world around it. Surely all that darkness couldn’t fail to touch people, seep into their souls.


The warmth and reassurance he had gained from the company of the McDaid family was gone, illusory at best, but maybe better than nothing.


As he crossed over Albert Bridge onto the Saltmarket, the darkness lifted, the lights kept burning in the city centre. Dreghorn should have turned right onto Greendyke Street, returned the Alvis to the police garage, but he continued up High Street instead, then turned left at George Street, heading west.


He slowed as he neared Kelvinbridge. Mrs Pettigrew’s townhouse was on the right, Hamilton Park Avenue. He accelerated past the turning, hardly even a conscious decision, and carried on until the darkness enveloped him again.


It was clearer now, cleaner, heading out into the East Dunbartonshire countryside, an occasional star glimmering overhead. The headlights flashed over trees and roadside bushes, grass verges, the twin orbs of a fox startled by the light and warning growl of the engine.


He reached Bearsden in less than twenty minutes, fewer tenements now, more spacious cottages and villas, an air of refinement and respectability. That could be illusory too.


Turn right, and Number 14 Boclair Road was a ‘posh knocking shop’, as McDaid once called it, with customers who arrived in Bentleys, Jaguars and Daimlers, and pretty young lassies who welcomed them with malt whisky or champagne, and flattered with a flair that made their visits seem tinged with genuine affection, not merely some sordid business transaction. The law wouldn’t be paying Number 14 a visit any time soon. Many of those who made the laws were frequent visitors.


Dreghorn turned left onto Roman Road, stopped outside Number 36, switched off the engine. A quiet and stillness unlike those of the city. He thought about lighting a cigarette as he looked at the villa, almost obscenely large for a single occupant, especially when entire families were crammed into one or two rooms, ten or more per tenement. Block upon block, the weight of the city slowly crushing them.


Warm light glowed behind the curtains of the reception room on the lower floor. Did one of them twitch slightly? The woman inside also had secrets, a buried past that Dreghorn had uncovered during a murder investigation the previous October, plunging them both into horror and tragedy. He was the only one who knew her truth, and that secret had eventually thrown them together. He shook his head. Not so much togetherness as clinging to the wreckage.


He stared at the road ahead, the emptiness calling again. His hands hadn’t left the wheel. He shouldn’t be here. Again, it was hardly a conscious decision, more a low gut instinct. For a moment he felt as though he was being watched and looked around warily. Nothing. Just shadows probably, playing with his mind.


He glanced at the house again, then shook his head and sighed with a disconsolate smile. He turned the key in the ignition and started the car.


The front door to the villa opened. A woman stood there, her long hair tinged golden, her nightgown turned translucent by the light behind her. She looked like a bold angel, almost challenging him to cross the threshold.


He turned off the engine.









CHAPTER 5


Thursday, 30 March 1933


Shug Nugent was the fiercest desk sergeant in all of Glasgow. Niceties ricocheted off his implacable features like a pea-shooter fired at HMS Hood and were even harder to draw out of him.


‘Detectives’ meeting in the Lodge,’ he said as Dreghorn came through the doors. ‘Half an hour. All departments. Chief constable’s orders.’


When they had a particularly recalcitrant suspect in for questioning, interrogating officers would sometimes send for Shug, who would simply sit across from the prisoner and stare. And stare. And stare. Bets were laid on how long it would take before the man was a gibbering wreck, ready to confess to any crime on their books.


‘Cheers.’ Dreghorn stopped at the door to the stairs, craned his neck to try and look over Nugent’s counter. ‘What are you wearing today?’


The rest of the station so rarely saw Nugent step out from behind his desk that they doubted he bothered to wear the bottom half of his uniform.


‘Sequined ballgown,’ Shug replied. ‘Me and the wife are going dancing later.’


A quick jog up the stairs and Dreghorn opened the door to the Special Crime Squad. He glanced at the tam-o’-shanter pinned to the wood between the two long panes of glass like a Christmas wreath. He considered removing it, as Sillitoe was doing his rounds and wasn’t the world’s biggest fan of flippancy.


Hell mend you, he thought and left the tartan hat where it was; the chief constable’s shameless promotion and mythologizing of his ‘elite’ team had resulted in various nicknames throughout the city – the printable ones being the Heavies, the Heavy Mob and the Tartan Untouchables, hence the headgear outside their office.


Dreghorn hung up his coat and hat, nodded to Big Fartie and Sammy Stirling, the night-shift detectives that week, who, due to knock off, were guzzling coffee to stay awake for Sillitoe’s unscheduled briefing.


‘Busy night, lads?’ he asked.


A low noise, like a weary trombone note, emerged from Big Fartie as he rocked to one side on his chair. Dreghorn couldn’t recall ever having heard Detective Constable Walter Maxwell – Big Fartie – actually speak, but the man’s mastery of flatulence rivalled that of Le Pétomane, the tone and volume of his emissions perfectly capturing the mood of any situation.


‘So-so,’ Detective Sergeant Stirling translated. ‘The incident book’s on your desk. One thing, Jimmy. We heard a few sleekit whispers that Danny Semple’s back in town.’


Daniel Semple, aged twenty-five, a member of the Norman Conquerors street gang, had fled the city the previous month after an assault on a rival gang member that almost left the man for dead. He was rumoured to have headed north, Aberdeen or Inverness, but the local constabularies had found no trace of him.


‘Wouldn’t be very smart of him,’ Dreghorn said, ‘but neither’s stabbing somebody in broad daylight on the top deck of a busy tram, so par for the course maybe. Cheers, Sammy, I’ll follow it up.’


He sat down, flicked through the overnight incident reports for investigations that would be carried through into the day shift. The usual attrition: drunkenness, domestic disturbances, a couple of gang fights brought about by incursions into enemy territory – slights against honour or just for the hell of it.


‘No news from Northern on the Garngad gelignite?’


In the early hours of 24 March, 640 sticks of gelignite, 500 detonators and 60 feet of white tape fuse had been stolen from the Garngad Explosives Magazine, distribution centre for collieries across the west of Scotland, and a night watchman clubbed unconscious. Technically it was Northern Division’s investigation, but the entire force was on alert because of the potential for casualties. Explosives were a valuable commodity in the underworld, handy for safe-cracking. Or blowing up rivals.


Stirling shook his head. ‘Rumour is a couple of Special Branch jobbies are on their way up from down south, in case it’s political.’


‘Heaven forbid they let us plebs deal with something political.’ Dreghorn returned to the book. Another report caught his attention.


‘Les Campbell was assaulted?’


Stirling said, ‘Aye. Didn’t get much out of him, though. Barely conscious for the most part. A right good working over.’


‘Where were Bull and the Conks?’


‘No sign of them, according to Les’s wife.’


‘Strange, wouldn’t have thought they’d leave Les out on a limb like that. Were they involved in some other stramash last night?’


‘We spoke to three constables who were on the beat round about Norman Street and that neck of the woods. Nothing suspicious involving the Conks that they could see or hear.’


‘Do you reckon that’s genuine or a three-wise-monkeys act?’


‘Wouldn’t take one of them’s word for it, but the other two are straight down the line and don’t dish out favours to either side.’


The sectarian battle lines that were drawn between Glasgow’s gangs also ran through the police force; natural prejudices or backhanders often resulted in a blind eye being turned. Catholics were a minority in the force, Dreghorn being the only one to reach the lofty heights of inspector, and that was through circumstances beyond the bosses’ control. Not that he was first in the queue for Holy Communion. Whatever youthful faith he possessed had been shot to pieces in the Great War. The Great War, the Great Depression. Maybe greatness wasn’t the best thing to strive for these days.


He looked up as Ellen Duncan entered the office.


‘High and dry again, constable?’ he asked.


‘Perfectly, sir,’ she said, placing a mug of tea in front of him. He eyed it suspiciously, having learned her philosophy towards hot beverages.


She noted his hesitation. ‘Only the best for you, sir.’


‘That’s what Dr Crippen said to his wife.’


The door opened again and McDaid stormed in. Dreghorn marvelled once more at how the big man’s shoulders hadn’t quite yet worn grooves into the door frame.


‘See you,’ McDaid pointed at Dreghorn. ‘I want a word with you.’


Dreghorn leaned back as if settling in for a cosy story, waved for the big man to continue.


‘Morag,’ McDaid said. ‘Wee, sweet, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-mouth Morag burst our Bruce’s nose this morning. I’m no’ saying he wasn’t asking for it – he can be a right wee nyaff – but do you know what she said?’ He glanced from Dreghorn to Ellen and back again. ‘“Uncle Jimmy told me to do it.” Is that so, “Uncle Jimmy?”’


Dreghorn shifted awkwardly. ‘Aye and no. First time I met her, at Trinity, there was a big baw-heid of an older boy bullying her. So, I said – only if there was no alternative, like – for her to . . .’ He raised his guard, feigned a punch. ‘But I wasn’t talking about your lads.’


McDaid flopped into his chair, grudgingly accepting the reasoning. ‘She’s got ring potential. Might be better than my own three, from the shot she dished out.’


Ellen asked, ‘What did she hit him with? Was it a . . .’ – she made a chopping motion with the edge of her hand – ‘or a . . .’ She drove the heel of her hand straight out, then smiled as McDaid’s jaw dropped. ‘Inspector Dreghorn’s been instructing me in self-defence at the police gym.’


McDaid puffed out his chest. ‘Well, if you want to learn from a true master, there’s only one man in this station with an Olympic medal.’


As she walked away, he gave Dreghorn a pious, judgemental look, his chair transforming into a pulpit. ‘Self-defence?’


‘It’s a tough city to live in all by yourself,’ said Dreghorn.


‘It’s the kind of grappling it might involve that concerns me.’ Only half joking.


Dreghorn gave him a hard stare. ‘Nothing like that. And well you know it.’


‘When it comes to houghmagandie, I wouldn’t put anything past you.’


‘Don’t mind me, men,’ Chief Constable Percy Joseph Sillitoe said, sticking out like a sore thumb with his ramrod stance, impeccable uniform and English accent. ‘DCI Monroe is in charge. I’ll have a few words when he’s finished.’


Sillitoe removed his hat and stepped to one side, giving Monroe the floor. They were gathered in the Murder Lodge, the name given to the CID offices by the rest of the station. Not so much because plainclothes was regarded as a step up in rank, as because the detectives were all rumoured to be Freemasons and viewed anyone not part of that select club with disdain.


Special Crime was affiliated to CID and the Robbery and Homicide offices, but essentially operated as a separate squad – Sillitoe’s personal troubleshooters, with a remit to investigate crime across the city, regardless of divisional borders. The Lodge was crammed with extra bodies, thick with cigarette smoke; some detectives sat behind their desks, others stood with an attitude that in other circumstances would be described as loitering with intent. Dreghorn stood in front of McDaid, who could easily see over his head, and flicked his Ronson Princess, lighting a cigarette of his own, setting off a domino effect of flaring matches and exhaled smoke.


Monroe said, ‘For those of you that haven’t read your daily reports . . .’


‘Or the teuchters that can’t read,’ piped up DC Brian Harvie with a daring glance at McDaid and Big Fartie, who hailed from Cromarty. The youngest detective in the Lodge, Harvie affected a mouthy gallusness that, if anything, only highlighted his inexperience. Sillitoe silenced him with a hawk-like glare.


‘A body was discovered yesterday on a narrowboat on the Forth and Clyde Canal, near Maryhill Locks,’ Monroe continued. ‘Awaiting official identification, but we’re fairly sure that the victim is the skipper of the boat: Reginald Smith, unmarried, no children. The body’s been taken to the mortuary; we’ll hopefully have initial post-mortem results later today. Smith wasn’t found until late in the day, so the light was too poor for a forensics examination. Sergeant Hammond will conduct one today.’


‘As long as the Heavy Mob didn’t tramp all over the evidence.’ Inspector Boyd Strachan’s stony face turned towards Dreghorn from where he leaned upon the edge of his desk at the front of the office, as if preparing to usurp the briefing. His crony, Sergeant Orr, grinned in malevolent support. He was a shambling jumble of a man: head too big, arms too long, legs too short, brain too small, as though he’d been sewn together by Salvador Dalí instead of Dr Frankenstein.


‘We should get Forensics to comb your ’tache, Boyd,’ Dreghorn said. ‘Looks like you’ve got half your breakfast stuck in there.’


Strachan’s heavy ginger moustache twitched like a slug sprinkled with salt, the closest thing to a smile he’d ever give Dreghorn. A staunch Orangeman, he was the senior Murder Squad detective, with an admirable conviction record and, it was rumoured, a brutal interrogation technique that was nevertheless considerate enough to leave suspects’ writing hands untouched. All the better to sign a forced confession with. He and Dreghorn had clashed dangerously the previous year over Strachan’s conduct and subtly licentious harassment of Ellen. Dreghorn had since brokered an uneasy truce. Well, not so much brokered as blackmailed.


Strachan turned back to Monroe, as the chief inspector started again after an impatient pause. Dreghorn noticed him raise a hand to brush his moustache surreptitiously, just in case.


‘Smith has no criminal record to speak of, but did appear before a magistrate earlier this year. Nothing major – a dispute over unpaid berthing fees – but terms were arranged and the case was dismissed. We’re waiting for full employment records, but he seems to have worked the canals mostly. Assumed ownership of the narrowboat upon his father’s death in 1924. An army man before that – served on the Western Front, Royal Scots Fusiliers.’ Monroe nodded at Ellen. ‘WPC Duncan?’


‘I’ve taken a statement from a Mrs Lambie of the narrowboat Rose Red. She’s given me a list of other boats that work the canal and had some acquaintance with the victim, and of men who crewed for Smith, usually on a casual basis.’ She waved a handful of papers. ‘I’ve had it typed up.’


‘Very diligent, constable,’ Strachan complimented, moustache veiling his sincerity.


‘Sir,’ Ellen responded, coolly concealing her unease at Strachan’s attention.


‘Thank you, constable,’ Monroe continued. ‘Obviously the traffic on the canals is transient to a large degree, always on the move, which will make our job harder. Chief Constable Sillitoe has arranged for a Marine Division vessel to be put at our disposal to approach other crews for possible leads and confirm which, if any, need to come in for further questioning.’


‘Bear in mind,’ Sillitoe stated, ‘that some of these vessels may be carrying illegal cargoes and might be reluctant to offer their cooperation. Stress that this is a murder investigation. Any such reluctance will be deeply frowned upon and could result in their cargoes – legal or otherwise – being impounded and their ships grounded. Carry on, chief inspector.’


‘We need to find out who Smith’s most recent clients were and what cargo he was ferrying, in case that had something to do with his death.’


The bald head and hawk nose of DS Lewis Tolliver rose into view as if his spine was being cranked by an unseen hand. In Dreghorn’s head, whatever movement Tolliver made was accompanied by the creaking sound of a coffin lid. A wave of ennui swept through the detectives’ ranks; even Sillitoe seemed to deflate somewhat, as Tolliver spoke with the same gravity he employed in his role as a Church of Scotland reader.


‘Chief constable, chief inspector, a heinous crime indeed, but why does it require the presence of detectives from other departments?’ His eyes rolled towards Dreghorn, as if the other detective was a likely suspect in the killing.


Monroe quickly cut off Tolliver’s ministerial monotone. ‘Because it’s hardly your usual murder. Smith wasn’t stabbed in the heat of the moment or bludgeoned to death during a drunken argument. His killing was cold, deliberate and, most likely, premeditated. No signs of forced entry or of a struggle. He was on his knees, with the killer behind him. A single shot to the back of the head. It wasn’t some daft wee ned running about, blasting away like a Wild West gunfighter. It was expertly done. An execution.’


Tolliver was about to pass another judgement, but Strachan motioned for him to sit down, saying, ‘Save the sermon for later, Tolli.’


‘We know that there are guns all over the city, souvenirs from the war – a Mauser lifted from a dead Boche, a Webley pinched from an officer’s holster, maybe even the odd Lee Enfield.’ Monroe cast his eyes over the detectives. ‘Probably we even have some of them ourselves, those who’re old enough. But despite that, firearms offences are rare.’


‘Because they know it’d be the long drop for them.’ Orr grinned brutishly.


‘The Murder Squad will investigate, under Inspector Strachan. The rest of you, continue with your current caseloads, but with an emphasis on possible firearms connections. Anyone you think might know something – informants, suspects in other crimes – come down hard on them. Anyone looking to buy or sell guns or ammunition, bring them in and we’ll show them the error of their ways. It’s bad enough with chibs and blades, but if the gangs get it into their heads that they need to start pulling guns to maintain their reputation as hard men . . .’ He let the observation hang in the air, looked at Sillitoe.


‘An expert analysis, chief inspector.’ Sillitoe stepped forward, a politely imposing figure, though that balance could easily shift into harsher territory. ‘I have little to add beyond this: We’re well acquainted with the violence that blights these streets and the terror of the gangs, but this murder crosses a line. I will not have guns in my city.’


Dreghorn could almost see the hair bristling on the necks of some of the detectives and read their thoughts: His city? Who does he think he is, English bastard?


Sillitoe gauged their reactions with the briefest of smiles. His voice became keener, like a blade sharpening on a whetstone. ‘I may not have been born in Glasgow, but I have come to admire and respect the city. And its people.’ A pause, almost daring hecklers to speak. ‘I may reside outside its boundaries, but I spend the greatest part of my time here, and my wife and daughter are frequent visitors. I will have the streets safe for them, for your families and for every other law-abiding citizen. I will fight for that, and I will fight for you in the course of your duties. I repeat: I will not have guns in my city. And you will do whatever is necessary to enforce that law. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, sir,’ the detectives answered in unison, like a smoky, gravelly voiced school assembly.


‘Gentlemen, Constable Duncan.’ Sillitoe cast his eyes over his officers. ‘See it through.’


He turned and talked quietly to Monroe. The detectives got to their feet with a business-like air, discussing the case, dividing tasks between themselves. Ellen moved amongst them, handing out the list of interviewees she had drawn up. McDaid nudged Dreghorn in outrage as she neared Strachan.


Orr snatched the list from her hand with a dismissive ‘Aye, cheers, hen.’ Strachan accepted the document with an air of quiet ceremony. As Ellen moved away, he placed a hand on her arm to halt her. She did well not to flinch.


‘I’d like to review the list with you, Ellen, if you don’t mind.’ He looked at Dreghorn, gave his moustache a slow, almost sexual stroke with thumb and forefinger.


Dreghorn gritted his teeth and was moving towards them when Sillitoe appeared before him, gesturing at the door. In the corridor outside, Sillitoe nodded to a couple of passing officers, waiting until they were out of earshot.


‘This killing, Dreghorn,’ he said. ‘Do you think it might have a sectarian element?’


‘We’re in Glasgow, sir. What doesn’t?’









CHAPTER 6


Gambling was illegal, but since when did that stop anyone? In the criminal rankings, next to murder, rape, assault and even housebreaking it was viewed as more of a harmless pastime, something to be indulged with a roll of the eyes, an exasperated sigh.


Unless, of course, you were about to get your fingers broken for cheating at cards; or your weans were starving hungry because you’d tossed away the last of the Public Assistance money on a nag so slow it might as well have been hobbled; or your wife was forced out to hoor on the streets to feed the family, shivering and near catching her death because you’d pawned her only coat for a tip that was a sure thing, honest.


Some would say Glasgow was a city of gamblers, whether it was for financial gain – the turn of a card, the pitch of a coin, the first to nose it over the finish line – or more existential: the flash of blades against each other in the moonlight, the swing of a fist, whoever strikes first wins. All fun and games, until somebody loses an eye. Or their homes, their families. Their lives.


But it’s worth it for the thrill, the one that reminds you that you’re still alive, and for the spark of hope that you can rise out of the Depression, that you might just be the one to beat the odds.


Nobody beats the odds. But once you’ve started trying, once that corrosive dice is rolling through your blood, it’s too late to stop.


Nobody beats the odds, except of course the person who makes them.


That’s what you’d say, Dreghorn reckoned, when you rolled up outside bookmaker Leslie Campbell’s Pollokshields villa, with the crunch of Scottish beach pebbles – specially transported from the coast – under your feet as you approached the front door, which chimed like an angel announcing your arrival.


It’s what you’d say when the pretty young maid ushered you inside and led you up the deep-pile stair runner to the bedrooms, past paintings of racehorses and bare-knuckle prizefighters in Victorian long-johns. It’s what you’d still think as she waved you, surprisingly gravely, into the master bedroom and your eyes scanned the plush decor, slid over the finest of cotton sheets on the grandiose bed.


This conviction might be shaken, however, when you spied the master of the house, propped up stiffly on huge pillows, his head swollen to the size of a beach ball, his skin a patchwork of purple bruising, dotted black with dried blood. One eye was closed over and resembled two bloated leeches, cleaved together to suck from the same wound. The other glared furiously at Dreghorn and McDaid as they entered.
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