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Prologue


He called me Koshka. Koshka, Ka-Koshka, krasievaya Koshka. It was a pet name – literally – the Russian for little cat. But it was the first name I really felt was mine, a name I could grow in. My given name had been Nisha. But when I started high school, my parents had given in to my childish dislike of my Indian name, and I had been allowed to choose an ‘American’ name. I chose Claudette. Claudette was to be my own invention. Not a shy, goofy little girl like Nisha, but a cool, sophisticated girl who would be popular and have a great boyfriend. Well, you won’t be amazed to discover that it didn’t work out like that. But it wasn’t that Claudette was just Nisha by another name. No. Claudette took on a life of her own, and turned out to be even goofier than Nisha. Claudette was not exactly unpopular: worse, she was popular with the wrong kids, the dorky ones. And of course she didn’t have a boyfriend.


I don’t know how or why that happened, but in any case I was glad to come home to Nisha at the end of the school day. For all her faults, Nisha felt like me, and I came to think of her as the real me, and Claudette just some phantom at school. I continued this double existence till Siegfried kissed me on the lips, twice, pushed a stray curl behind my ear and whispered, krasievaya Koshka. Beautiful little cat.


I had been a fiercely sentimental child. As little Nisha, I had felt a strong attachment to home and could not bear the thought of change. My sentimentality had clung promiscuously not only to my parents, my older sister Arti and our home in New Jersey, but to everything in it. I had an extensive collection of stuffed animals, each with a name and even distinctive imaginary character traits that I would explain to any visitor who cared to indulge me. I had a horror of losing any of those toys – I could make my heart swell and my eyes fill with tears just by imagining Pooky or Panda forlorn in a puddle somewhere. (Even then I sensed this was an unhealthy exercise.) I was equally attached, though, to household junk, especially the Indian bric-a-brac that littered the house, but even ordinary stuff. I remember crying once because a neighbor failed to return a serving dish with a picture of a horse on it that my mother had taken over with some home-made sweets.


I grew out of it, of course. Or rather I became more discriminating. Instead of reaching out to the world and forming more grown-up attachments, I retreated into myself, like the Russians fleeing Napoleon or the Germans. In adolescence, I came to think of our home as my parents’ house, and of my parents as part of the world rather than an extension of myself. I was alone, but secure in myself. By the time both my parents were killed when I was fourteen, I was able to take it in my stride. My best friend Roxanne – that is, Claudette’s best friend Roxanne – matured differently, broadening her interest in the world without ever becoming alienated from her family. Indeed, her new relationships seemed to evolve by analogy with her family ties, while imperceptibly performing the opposite function, and transforming those family ties into grown-up relationships. I had no such virtuous dynamic to shape my relationships. It was all or nothing. When Siegfried kissed me, he became my mother and father, my world, my everything.


A voice at the back of my head told me this was a bad thing, a very bad thing. But I disowned that voice as resolutely as I disowned my family. I hurled myself into a new life.





Presentiments of greatness




Providence has not created the human race entirely free or entirely enslaved. It is true that it has drawn a circle of fate round each and every man which he cannot escape; but, within its vast limits, man is powerful and free; so likewise are peoples.





For almost a year before that kiss we observed one another in the reading room of the New York Public Library, and somehow developed an affinity, though we never spoke. Then one Saturday afternoon as I approached the library, I saw Siegfried coming down the main steps, wearing a grey business suit as he always did, and with a beating heart I dropped my books. He stooped to help me, and his eyes flashed into mine, again. ‘It’s you,’ he said. I suppose I blushed. ‘Let me buy you a cup of coffee,’ he said, carping the diem. ‘OK,’ I said. I can’t remember much of the ensuing conversation, except that one way or another we established our mutual admiration, and from then on we both knew that our destinies were intertwined.


I was reading Crime and Punishment in Russian at the time, or trying to; I was taking Russian at school, but the pages of my brand new Russian-English dictionary were far more worn than those of the novel itself. It was an auspicious co-incidence, Siegfried said: he loved that book. He explained that he had picked it up in a bookshop back home not long before he’d come to New York, knowing it was a famous book, but very little about the novel itself. After the first few pages he had realized that he had to read it. It was his idea, you see. He was Raskolnikov, an extraordinary young man who would disregard law and convention in order to achieve greatness. This revelation had been very annoying for him, of course – the discovery that his brilliant and unique idea had been part of the general culture for well over a century. Having read the whole thing, however, Siegfried had felt somewhat better. Dostoevsky had been trying to pre-empt and contain him, but Siegfried would not be so easily contained; he would show the world a different ending.


I was terribly impressed by all this, though I had barely finished the first chapter. I confess that I bought a translation after our meeting; Siegfried had suggested we discuss the book when I finished it, and I didn’t want to wait a year for our next meeting. In fact, it was one week later that I approached Siegfried in the reading room to announce that I was ready. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘Let’s have Kaffee und Kuchen.’ That’s coffee and cakes, in German, which seemed the most natural thing in the world.


‘K&K’ became a regular thing with us. We met every week in a place Siegfried had found down in the village. It was winter and I enjoyed being with Siegfried in the warm, bright coffee shop when it was cold and dark outside. He would always have an espresso and a slice of ginger cake, while I experimented with extravagant concoctions of cream and pastry and chocolate and fruits and cinnamon and all sorts of things. ‘It’s a wonder I don’t explode,’ I used to say. We discussed books and ideas at great length, and Siegfried told me about himself with abandon, sharing his hopes and dreams as best he could articulate them. There was something reckless, almost embarrassing, about his candor, his uninhibited ambition, but the more Siegfried talked to me, the more confident he became. And I was more smitten with every mouthful.


Then I would accompany Siegfried on his heroic walks about Manhattan. For a time I tried to advise Siegfried about subway lines and buses, which he used only rarely and with little planning. But he laughed when I warned he could end up on the wrong side of the park, for example. ‘But there’s a fence!’ I protested, when he insisted he could simply walk across the park at any point he fancied. ‘Fences and gates are just suggestions,’ he said, flexing his leaping arm. Siegfried thought nothing of walking seventy, eighty blocks or more, and regularly even strolled the whole length of the island, or wandered over to the boroughs on a whim. There was something Napoleonic in his bearing. Without even knowing it, he would lead armies of pedestrians against the traffic lights, making a mockery of the jaywalking law. He walked fast and was unused to company, so as well as having to skip-walk to keep up, I had problems negotiating the various obstacles that littered the sidewalk, not least other people. He would dart repeatedly into narrow corridors that opened up in the human traffic, forcing me to slip in behind him rather than walk at his side. And time after time he would fall off the curb into the street when I followed him round the wrong side of phone booths and other street furniture. In time, though, he came to think of me as an extension of himself, and I was able to benefit from his formidable sidewalk skills.


It was on one of these walks that I first saw another side of Siegfried, one that put flesh on the bones of his ambition. It was getting dark, and we found ourselves in a quiet area near the Bowery. Suddenly I was aware of someone following us, two men, in fact, with menacing gaits and big coats. I looked round once too often and one of the men shouted for us to stop. Siegfried looked at him, and then at me, untroubled, and we continued walking. Then there was the sound of the men hurtling towards us. I turned, afraid, but Siegfried’s arm was already waiting for me, and he put me behind him, launching himself forward in the same movement.


I had noticed before that Siegfried was possessed of an unusual physique. Although he liked to describe himself as barrel-chested and bull-necked, I am happy to report that this was inaccurate. A casual observer might have described him as the ‘lean and hungry’ type. But there was more, something about the way he moved. Now it was clear: Siegfried was barely human. As he launched himself forward, his shoulders dropped and the nervous tension he usually carried was gone, replaced by a cool flexibility. Now this extraordinary man was loose and muscular, with all the menace of a tiger.


The fight, such as it was, was over quickly. One of the men seemed to have a weapon of some kind, but before he could use it, Siegfried had thrown him into the gutter. Having head-butted the second assailant, who went straight down and didn’t move, Siegfried turned back to the one in the gutter, and kicked him in the head before he could get up. That was it. Our assailants lay still, unable or unwilling to get up, Siegfried took my arm and we continued walking. I was shaking, naturally enough, scared nearly as much by Siegfried’s metamorphosis as by the thought of what might have happened without it. Then he kissed me for the first time. Just a brush on the cheek to reassure me, but it changed things between us.


Although I was in love with Siegfried, I had never thought of him sexually till then. That sounds strange, perhaps, but he didn’t seem to invite sexual thoughts. He had always been funny with me, very interesting, affectionate, chivalrous, but not sexy. I know it was terribly old-fashioned of me to be sunk by his fighting prowess, but I really think it was the kiss that clinched it: it gave me a sense of his bigness, that he could be so brutal one minute and so tender the next. I thought that was wonderful. But he didn’t kiss me properly for several more weeks. And in fact, my infatuation was never without doubts. I was conscious that Siegfried had very quickly become the most important person in my life, and frankly I almost resented it. I was afraid of losing myself, and unsure if he was really worth the risk.


The fact is that Siegfried lacked charisma. Back home there had been occasions when he would be talking to a group of people and gradually they each lost interest and stopped paying attention. He would keep talking while looking around for an interested face, but sometimes he would end up talking to himself. Well I suppose I was the face he had been looking for all along: I welcomed his thoughts and made them my own. There was one time when he explained existentialism to me by holding my hand and putting on a French accent. I couldn’t stop laughing, but I understood something I’d been struggling with forever. And all this made Siegfried very happy. It made me happy too, despite my uncertainty.


What I saw in Siegfried is hard to describe because it wasn’t anything very obvious beyond his being clever and serious, but it had to do with the way he made me feel about myself. He gave the overwhelming impression of a great historical figure in his youth, and it was terribly exciting to be close to him. And undoubtedly my belief in Siegfried helped to dispel his lingering sense of embarrassment at his awkward existence in the world. He needed someone to see beyond his present, to discern his future. It was only by seeing what he was about to be that one could understand the real Siegfried. I could see it, or rather feel it, but I was reluctant to commit on the strength of a feeling.


Our relationship was necessarily of the present anyway, with all the difficulties that entails. We found ourselves playing characters from films, half-consciously acting out whole scenes from Siegfried’s favorite film Badlands, for example, while we waited for reality to kick in. Nonetheless, both of us benefited immensely from our time together. I suppose that for the first time in his life, Siegfried did not feel lonely. Not that his loneliness had ever been a conventional thing. It wasn’t that he had felt empty or bored; quite the opposite in fact. He had felt himself to be limited somehow by his own identity. Siegfried saw in me fertile soil for the thoughts spilling from his own troubled mind.


That first proper kiss came after a visit to the opera. We saw Der Rosenkavalier, and once again I saw a new side of Siegfried. During the bittersweet trio towards the end of the opera, strong, bold tears streamed down his face, and I began to cry myself, more in response to Siegfried than to the opera itself. This emotional side of Siegfried was something of a revelation, and yet it was somehow in keeping with the rest of his character. The missing link perhaps. Afterwards we wandered to the park. ‘Do you want to go and look at that fountain?’ Siegfried asked. We stood at the fountain, and when I turned my face from the fountain to Siegfried, he was already looking at me. ‘Koshka, Ka-Koshka, krasievaya Koshka.’


We went to Siegfried’s apartment, and I was impressed by the Spartan décor. In the living room he had a long couch and not much else. In the bedroom a futon and more of the same. He held me close for a long time, till eventually I whispered ‘just do it’, only later remembering that this was the Nike slogan. For his part, Siegfried would later compare the event to the famous chord from Tristan and Isolde. When it was over Siegfried held me close again and smiled wearily. I wriggled under him and pulled his head into my chest, offering comfort to my great and troubled hero. He brushed his face against my body, but the waking Siegfried could never properly relax in my presence. At the moment that he fell asleep, the full weight of his body sank into mine like all the cares of the world.


I had been living with my older sister since the death of our parents, and now I effectively moved in with Siegfried. Apart from occasionally getting on at me about college applications, Arti was pretty laid-back, and had confidence in my ability to look after myself. I was the clever one, she said. So as long as I called her every few days and reassured her that I was doing well at school, I could do as I pleased.


During this time I often had the feeling that Siegfried and I were acting a sequence in a movie, one of those compilations of scenes; the lovers laughing in a café, the lovers strolling in the park, the lovers letting their hands touch so awkwardly, all set to music to drown out the dialogue. Because the dialogue is so intimate that it’s unfilmable; silly and trivial to an outsider. It made me wonder what would happen next: in a film, something bad would happen. I wondered what could possibly go wrong… In real life, though, things don’t revolve around love affairs. Other stuff happened.


Siegfried had been collecting interesting crime stories from newspapers and the internet: mafia stuff particularly interested him, but also anything that seemed unusually audacious or somehow colorful, as he put it. He had a number of stories in the last category, and he soon noticed that several of them had been written by the same reporter. There was little else to connect them other than that peculiar, perverse, almost baroque quality that attracted Siegfried, and it struck him as encouraging that someone else should share his interest. The reporter’s name was Amy Wong.


Then Siegfried stopped for cigars one Sunday evening at a gas station in Queens, and found himself in the midst of a robbery. He later recounted this to me in detail. After making his purchase he had been distracted by a headline and picked up the newspaper, and apparently he was not noticed by the motorcycle-helmeted thug who charged into the store. He lowered the paper and watched as this ungracious criminal brandished a sawed-off shotgun in the face of the young clerk and demanded all the money in the register.


As the clerk moved to open the register, the robber saw him toss something under the counter. He pushed the young man against the wall with the point of his gun and reached over to find the object. After thrashing around with his arm for a few seconds the robber produced a small cardboard box and placed it triumphantly on the counter. The clerk began to grind his teeth furiously and his face grew as red as his hair. The box contained dozens of little plastic capsules packed with money. The raider whooped with delight and stuffed the capsules into his jacket. Then he invited the clerk to keep the small change in the register, and made to leave.


The red-faced young man cracked. In a rage, he began hurling candy bars at the stunned gunman. Cigarettes, batteries, anything that came to hand was sent flying at the robber. And as the robber lifted his weapon, Siegfried decided it was time to act. He launched himself at the gunman with only his newspaper for a shield. Naturally, Siegfried overpowered his opponent. The shotgun fell from his hands and skidded noisily across the floor-tiles, and the robber escaped as Siegfried rushed to secure it. The young clerk meanwhile, having launched himself over the counter in pursuit of his assailant, had tripped over the debris that now littered the floor. He lay there cursing furiously as Siegfried picked up a few capsules that the robber had spilled.


‘I’m guessing these are supposed to be in a safe,’ he told the kid. The kid sat up in resignation. ‘This was gonna be my last day on the job,’ he confessed. What a bummer! To have your own, quiet little heist ruined by an armed robber. And now, instead of disappearing with a small fortune, the kid was left to explain to his boss why he had spent a whole weekend dropping money into a cardboard box under the counter instead of down the plastic tube into the safe. Or to disappear with no money, risking arrest and imprisonment for someone else’s crime. Siegfried was moved by the kid’s predicament. He looked around the store: it was old and kind of beat up, not part of a big chain. ‘Does the closed-circuit TV work?’ he asked the kid.


‘Nope.’


‘Well that’s something.’


And there were no other witnesses. Siegfried looked outside into the peaceful, near deserted evening. A station wagon pulled into the empty forecourt. ‘OK, kid, get behind the counter and act normal. The situation is fixable.’


It was reported the following day that disaster had been narrowly averted during the night when thieves used home-made dynamite to blow open the safe in a Queens gas station. Fortunately fire fighters had been called, and the resulting fire had been extinguished before the fuel tanks could be ignited. The gas station was owned by a Russian family, and speculation quickly began that the bombing was mafia related. Much wilder speculation surrounded the question of what had been in the safe. A police investigation was continuing.


The most detailed and interesting report on the incident was by Amy Wong. She pointed out the flaws in the various theories of what had happened, and suggested that this was something uncanny and peculiar, not like other crimes. This was the work of someone, she surmised, who saw every tangled shoelace as a Gordian knot. Siegfried was delighted with that. I was less sure.


One night not long after the gas station incident, Siegfried and I both awoke suddenly. A bad dream. We moved closer, taking comfort from the fact that we had shared the same dream. So close, so in love that our unconscious thoughts collided. So close that we were almost the same person. Then dread overcame me. What if we really were the same person? What if we shared the same dreams because Siegfried existed only in my imagination? I awoke in a cold sweat to find Siegfried still there, there in the flesh. And I pressed myself gratefully against the wonderful, wonderful flesh.





The lad never meant it


Who is this Siegfried, this mysterious figure who so transfixed our narrator, and who seems at this stage in her story to promise so much he cannot possibly fulfil? It’s bound to end badly, no? Well, in any case, he belongs no less to another story, but one from which he is absent. That indeed is the source of his mystery in this other story, which it falls to me to tell, though I am just as absent from it. Unlike the little American, I am not a character in this story, or in any other. My perspective is that of an outsider, an eavesdropper, even, albeit one of unnatural perspicacity. More of that later, but now to our story, which continues from where Siegfried left off across the Atlantic in Glasgow – no mean city – Siegfried’s home.


Home. Indeed, Siegfried was missed by a kind of family, though not his own. His friends, two brothers, John Paul and Tommy Gizzi, noticed his absence and were perturbed by it. The two had also a rather older brother, Steph, who was a police sergeant, and important for our purposes because he connects Siegfried with a certain other character we’ll encounter in a moment. A few weeks after Siegfried’s disappearance, having ascertained that Siegfried had left his job, but having no way of contacting his actual family, John Paul and Tommy asked Steph to look into it. Nobody had filed a missing person report, and Siegfried had not been imprisoned or hospitalised. He did have a police record, though, from a bar fight the three friends had got into shortly before he left.


Siegfried had been interviewed at the time by DS (now DI) Alexander, who happened to be Steph’s best friend. Alexander might be considered an older, more law-abiding version of Siegfried. Think of him as yin to Siegfried’s yang, if you can bear to consider that all humanity is contained in two different versions of sullen Scottish manhood. Steph asked Alexander if he remembered the case. He did, vaguely. Steph told him that Siegfried was a friend of his brothers’, and was missing. Alexander had always found the Gizzi brothers amusing.


‘Did I know him? Was he at our school?’


‘No. Some proddy school, same one as Jamsie, I suppose. He was his pal.’


Alexander had a vague memory of Jamsie. ‘He’s the guy who used to get hash for your brothers, isn’t he?’


‘Did he? I don’t remember.’


‘That’s why you’re not a detective,’ Alexander said, not for the first time. ‘Anyway, I’ve not heard of him since he had his run in with the Fullerton boys. I think I’d remembered a name like Siegfried. Ask the drugs squad.’


‘I suppose, but I don’t think he was into that. Jamsie’s more of a chancer than a proper doper – him and Siegfried used to talk about doing banks, apparently. Not serious, or at least Jamsie wasn’t. But Tommy reckons this guy might actually have done something.’


‘Ask the drugs squad.’


Sergeant Gizzi duly consulted the drugs squad, and they couldn’t help either. John Paul wanted to file a missing person report, but since he didn’t know Siegfried’s family to check with them if they knew where he was, his brother told him it would be a bit daft. Siegfried was cagey about that sort of thing, John Paul explained, realising that really Siegfried had been an occasional drinking buddy rather than a close friend, and suddenly feeling a bit daft right enough.


‘Well, I’m sure he’ll show up,’ said Steph.


‘Aye.’


He didn’t show up, but Siegfried began to play on DI Alexander’s mind. Alexander had been impressed at the time that this guy had battered the Fullertons, over some slight in a bar as he remembered, and got away with it. One of the witnesses, admittedly a young girl, had described him as ‘tigerlike.’ Now, Alexander could run after a suspect and look after himself if things got physical, but his movements lacked grace. He could certainly not have been described as tigerlike. He blamed a cruciate ligament injury he’d suffered playing football at the age of eighteen.


Here’s a funny thing: despite his middle-class background and cerebral character, Alexander had nearly become a professional footballer. On his debut game for the Airdrie first team, he collided with a clumsy Partick Thistle defender who ‘left his foot in’: it was an ugly injury. It came at that vital moment, just as Alexander’s career was about to take off, and he never got back into it. Still, ‘the lad never meant it,’ as they say; ‘it wasn’t a malicious challenge.’ Actually, it was a malicious challenge, but malice is a trivial thing.


The lad never meant it. A few months after enquiring about Siegfried, Steph used this expression about Darren Currie, the sixteen-year-old toe-basher Alexander was about to charge with murder. Granted, attempting to slash someone’s face is somewhat less trivial than attempting to scythe down an opposing footballer. But the disproportionate outcome had been the same: in attempting to slash his face, this stupid wee bastard had cut a boy’s throat and killed him. He never meant that.


When Alexander went into the interview room, Currie’s expression hovered in a familiar fashion between gallus defiance and snottery collapse. Five minutes later, it had made up its mind, and Alexander handed the kid a hanky. Darren was a typical wee ned: malicious in a casual sense, but not a bad person. Apart from the murder. A thing like that can really screw things up for a person. Alexander read the charge and explained Currie would have to make a statement describing what had happened; his lawyer would help him with that.


A little later Alexander returned and picked up the kid’s statement. ‘Are you happy with this now?’ he said with one eye on the lawyer, who nodded wearily. ‘I never meant it,’ said Currie tearfully.


‘You swung an eight-inch blade at a boy’s head. Did it not occur to you that might be a wee bit dangerous?’ Suddenly that seemed a mean thing to have said. ‘Look, give us your autograph, and then you can get some sleep.’ Alexander exchanged glances with the boy’s lawyer. ‘Initial here, and here. Good lad.’


Steph was waiting in the corridor for Alexander. ‘Hurry up,’ he said. ‘The lads are waiting in the pub for us.’


‘I told you I’m not going,’ said Alexander, irritated. For some reason, Steph was convinced that Alexander would join a lads’ night out at some ridiculous lap-dancing place, despite Alexander’s persistent assurances to the contrary. The outing had been Steph’s idea, and everybody else had fallen in behind him, leaving Alexander looking like some kind of feminist. Not that the others were especially laddish. Even Stuart Munro went, and as Alexander and Steph were fond of saying, that guy’s idea of canteen culture was having a yoghurt for lunch. Probably that’s why Steph was in denial about Alexander’s refusal to go along. Without Alexander’s collusion, the enterprise was unavoidably fake.


When denial didn’t work, Steph tried appealing angrily to Alexander’s sense of camaraderie, but Alexander just growled at him. As far as Steph was concerned then, he was a selfish bastard. ‘Aye, OK,’ Alexander said, and went home to his wife.


‘You know I hate all that shite,’ he said when she asked why he was home so early; she had been convinced by Steph that he would be stumbling home in the wee small hours. Well didn’t she know him at all? What kind of wife encourages her husband to go to a strip club anyway? She gave him one of those smiles that made him love her and hate her at the same time, perhaps because it suggested similar feelings on her part.


Ambivalence again, like the little American’s. Women never seem to know their own minds, do they? Or maybe that’s just human beings. The mixed feelings between Alexander and his wife were not, I think, the same as Koshka’s existential ambivalence about the mysterious Siegfried. Alexander’s wife was a grown-up woman, and her doubts more chronic than acute – or so it seemed to her at the time. There is also a young woman in our story, though, who might or might not be persuaded to view Alexander with the same wide-eyed urgency with which Koshka viewed Siegfried. Before we meet her, let me explain something about Alexander.


Steph and Alexander had gone to school together – St Stephen’s, a private Catholic school, an unusual academy for any ‘polis,’ let alone two. Steph was a Catholic, Italian family and all that. Alexander was one of a few kids from Protestant families, but by the age of twelve he was a better Catholic than anyone in the place. Sin, guilt, confession: he loved all that stuff, couldn’t get enough of it. But it wasn’t religious scruples any more than feminist ones that kept him away from the lads’ night out. Alexander had gone through a personal Reformation and embraced Protestantism at the age of fifteen – a cultural as much as religious rebellion that had also involved adopting Rangers Football Club, which had horrified his teachers and peers even more – and made the easy transition to atheism by the time he left school. Since then, he had never had the sense that his feelings had anything to do with anything or anyone other than himself. Three years studying theology in Cambridge, though an unusually rewarding consolation for the loss of a football career, had done nothing to disabuse him of the sense that he invented those feelings out of nothing.


When Alexander met him for lunch the day after the lap-dancing thing, Steph had forgotten his displeasure at Alexander’s refusal to join the gang, and resumed his usual cheery demeanour. Steph is a tubby, jolly sort of person, Alexander often noted to himself; you know the type. Although he was a uniform and Alexander was a high-flying detective, they met regularly in the canteen to eat egg and chips and exchange racist jokes. (They couldn’t talk about football on account of Steph’s still erroneous affiliation.) After a brief report on the previous night’s debauchery – including a particularly embarrassing story about Stuart Munro trying to get change from a lap dancer – they talked about the Currie case. The primary witness was Leanne McGlone, Currie’s girlfriend. Alexander had gone to see her at home that morning, but she’d left early for school, so he had called the school, which turned out to Alexander’s great surprise to be St Stephen’s, and arranged to interview her there in the afternoon. ‘Watch out for Father Barry,’ Steph warned him. ‘He’ll have you back in the box before you can say, “No Pope of Rome!”’


That was very funny, but Alexander was more interested in telling Steph about Leanne’s older sister Adele, whom he’d met in the morning. He had a story of the sort on which his friendship with Steph thrived. Leanne’s family were show people, gypsies, and they lived at the caravan park in Partick. That was good already, but Adele was something else. She was fantastically good looking for a start, even at a quarter to eight in the morning, and she swore like a trooper. Alexander told Steph how she had subjected him to an intense five-minute oration of remarkable if obscene articulacy, during which he had been allowed to say nothing.


It is sadly beyond my powers, and anyway it would be an affront to decency, to reproduce this monologue here; Alexander himself could only remember a few choice phrases for Steph, but certain points emerged that would prove to be of some import. Adele had conceded that Darren Currie was a stupid wee bastard, but insisted that it was his pal Joe Brown who should really be in jail. Darren was totally in awe of the guy, who was one of those sad-bastard twenty-year-olds who surrounded himself with schoolkids to make himself feel big. Adele suspected that Brown had been somehow responsible for whatever Darren did. Her tone only softened when she spoke of Leanne. Towards the end of her oration, Adele had said, ‘She’s not going to have to testify.’ It was a statement rather than a question or a plea, but this had struck Alexander at the time merely as a peculiarity of Adele’s speech.


Steph confirmed that Joe Brown was a known associate of Currie’s, though there was nothing to connect him with the murder. He’d heard of Adele, too, though only through the sort of uncreditable gossip that always surrounded good-looking women of her social class. The association of show people with ‘rides’ was particularly unfortunate, he noted.


Alexander met Leanne over tea that afternoon in a little office away from prying eyes, except those of his old adversary Father Barry, who was actually a laidback old soul who had played a major role, some of it unwitting, in Alexander’s spiritual and intellectual development. Leanne was a scholarship girl studying Latin, French and music: her obvious brightness bridged the social chasm between the caravan park, not to mention Darren Currie, and St Stephen’s. That was one mystery solved. The next question on Alexander’s mind had been how he was going to get Leanne to testify against her boyfriend. Looking at her now, he wanted to know why she had been going out with him in the first place. He asked her instead whether she would like a biscuit. She wouldn’t. He decided that he wouldn’t have one either. Father Barry picked up a custard cream and went next door to take care of a few bits and pieces, he said.


‘Right,’ Leanne said decisively.


‘Right,’ said Alexander. Then he realised that his spiel was redundant. She was about to say something. He tried to look receptive.


‘It wasn’t Darren that killed the guy. It was Joe Brown. I saw it all.’


‘But you’ve already told the police it was Darren…’


‘I know, I know, but that wasn’t true. That was what Joe told me to say.’


‘And he told Darren to say that too, to confess to murder…?’ Alexander looked at the girl incredulously.


‘Yes.’ She looked nervously resigned to the next question. ‘I don’t know why I went along with it.’


Alexander gave her a look.


‘That’s not important anymore. I’ll testify against Joe, and so will Darren if you tell him I am.’


The reason for the pair’s initial lie was important, of course. If the case against Currie collapsed, this weakened the case against Brown from the start. You cannot just flip a case around and expect the new defendant’s lawyer not to notice. Alexander didn’t doubt that Currie would withdraw his confession. He believed Leanne about the whole thing right away; her story had that peculiar quality, truthfulness, and suddenly he knew that Darren hadn’t killed the kid. It was obvious. And of course Adele’s opinion backed this up. But truthfulness was a precarious foundation for a case in court. Without material corroboration, the whole thing would look like a belated conspiracy to pin the blame falsely on Brown.


All this only confirmed Alexander’s dislike of confessions. Confess to a priest and you’re rewarded with absolution; confess to a polis and you’re rewarded with a prison sentence. In either case, confessions are nearly always given in bad faith. Alexander’s confessants typically gave him a list of extenuating circumstances and looked at him as if he would give them ten Hail Marys and send them on their way. They never meant the crime; why should they mean the confession? A totally false confession was not so exotic, either, and this wasn’t the first that Alexander had had to deal with. Some, like this one, were based on intimidation; others a genuine desire to protect the guilty. In common with insincere confessions, these were attempts to short-circuit the system, to fake a resolution in order to put a stop to things. To Alexander it was insulting, like being thrown a bone. He preferred to keep going till he had the truth for himself, till he understood the crime.


Some people believe that to understand a crime is to forgive it. Alexander knew very well this is nonsense. Quite the reverse: a crime that defies understanding defies condemnation. The criminal justice system is not designed for dealing with mad people or bad people. It is for reasonable people, good people who do bad things. Most criminals believe in the law they are breaking. Thieves believe theft is wrong; murderers believe murder is wrong; even rapists believe rape is wrong. The best they can do is to come up with a rationalisation for their own particular crimes, or have their lawyers do it for them. Alexander wanted to know what had happened and why, and he wanted the criminal to know and to understand that he was not an exception; he was wrong – and to know that Alexander knew it too. That was resolution, and that was what he would now seek with Joe Brown.


Visiting the boys’ toilet on his way out of St Stephen’s, Alexander looked at the graffiti on the wall above the urinal – ‘Celtic Rule,’ ‘Rangers are shit.’ He was about to make some amendments when he spotted another scrawl – ‘Leanne McGlone is a slut.’ He wanted to hit someone. That was his first reaction: to find the little shit who had written this and hit him hard. It was a disgraceful thing to say about a girl. Why would somebody write something like that?


After this initial wave of revulsion, he calmed down. It was natural that these boys should resent her. Leanne was a beautiful girl, and had spurned her classmates in favour of a wee ned from Partick, and a Protestant at that. Just for a second, Alexander was glad that Currie was a Protestant. It was him and the wee ned against these little papes. Jesus – the crap that goes through your head. Having rationalised the graffiti, he wondered why he had reacted the way he had in the first place. For all he knew the girl was a slut. But he felt ashamed of that thought. It was an ungentlemanly thought. He had no reason to see her as anything but a sweet and innocent child. And he’d already noted that she was beautiful… Fine, then – he’d been offended because he fancied her. He could live with that. He looked in the mirror as he washed his hands. (He didn’t usually wash his hands after using a urinal.) You think too much, he said to himself. But as he was leaving the room he looked again at the wall: ‘Leanne McGlone is a slut.’ And yes, he felt a certain thrill. Are you happy now?
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