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In memory of my sister Janice



   
A false witness shall be punished, and a liar shall be caught.

Proverbs xix, 9

When you’re dead, you’re dead. That’s it.

Marlene Dietrich




Prologue

It hadn’t been this quiet for weeks. He could even hear whatever birds were still left singing in the ruins of the farmhouse. Last time it had been this quiet was the night they had spent in the church, everything at peace, all the pews lined with sleeping bodies. That was the last time he had really slept. ‘You were out for the count,’ Andy had told him. ‘Snoring like a bloody rhino.’

Since then, it had been a couple of hours snatched wherever he could. He wasn’t even tired any more, just resigned to always being in a kind of half-awake fog. He was sure it was affecting his sight, everything just a tiny bit out of focus, lights leaving trails behind them. In return his other senses seemed to get better, compensating. He could smell wet earth under the permanent stink of cordite, smell the bodies piled under the trees. Could hear better too. Not sure that was a good thing. The screaming whistle of the shells coming in, every scream and moan, every wounded man shouting for his mother ringing louder and louder in his head.

He was trying to get used to Andy not being here. Andy, who was everything he wasn’t. Optimistic, happy, slow to take offence. Gunner had held his hand as the blood and the life ran out of him, swore he would go and see his wife in Springburn when he got back, tell her how much Andy had loved her, tell her what happened. Margie, Vulcan Street, number 75. Please, Gunner?

He was finding it hard to think straight. He just did what he was told, put one foot in front of the other and kept going. That was all that mattered now, keeping going. Suddenly there were shouts down the line, sounds of the men getting up. They were on the move again. He was just reaching for his helmet when the first one came in. Noise like a scream, then a whump as it hit, a plume of dirt and smoke rising up about a hundred yards in front of him. Then the air was full of shouts and cries, more shells coming in, a sergeant blowing his whistle over and over. Sky full of flashes and smoke, and he was running, running, the sergeant’s whistle all he could hear.




1

Anger is a strange thing. Can come and go in an instant or smoulder slowly until it bursts into flame. Lately Gunner had been suffering from both kinds. A low, permanent anger at what the war had done and sudden rages that swept over him, making him act before he could stop himself. He hadn’t been like that before the war, just the opposite. Slow to anger, the one on an even keel amongst his more hot-headed colleagues. Now he felt on edge most of the time, anything could set him off. Now it was the other two blokes in the carriage. Young, new recruits, one of them still with a face full of acne and bumfluff. They’d been at it all night, drinking themselves asleep, then starting again.

The first time Bumfluff stood on his foot on the way back from the train toilet, Gunner bit down, accepted his slurred ‘Sorry, pal’. The second time he didn’t. The words out his mouth before he had time to think.

‘Watch where you’re fucking going, ya prick!’ 

Bumfluff stopped, turned to him. Clearly about to answer back when he saw the expression on Gunner’s face. Instead, he held out the bottle of whisky he and his mate were drinking.

Gunner took it, had a good slug and handed it back.

‘No happen again,’ said Bumfluff.

Gunner nodded and the boy wove his unsteady way back to his pal.

This had been happening to him a lot lately. People backing off, saying sorry, getting out of his way. Something had changed in his expression, the way he held himself. Not the first thing the war had changed in him, wouldn’t be the last either.

He was half asleep when the train whistle blew. He yawned, stretched, and looked out the window. They were coming into Glasgow at long last. He stood up, pushed the window of the train door down. A rush of cool air as he stuck his head out, looked around for familiar landmarks. The same soot-covered buildings were still there, some rag-and-bone man with a horse and cart slowly making his way along Hallside Street; could even see the edge of Glasgow Green, people’s washing out to dry on the long ropes stretched between the iron poles.

He was back in Glasgow all right, but it didn’t take him long to realise how much things here had changed. Barrage balloons were hovering above the city, bobbing up and down on their long wires. What looked like bomb shelters in the middle of every second street, windows of the shops all criss-crossed with tape. They rounded a bend, and he could see a tank parked outside the pumpworks on Weir Street. 

A couple of minutes later the train rumbled over the bridge across the Clyde and into the dark cathedral of St Enoch station. Gunner picked up his bag, slung it over his shoulder, stepped over the two snoring boys and went into the corridor. Never been happier to get off a train in his life. He was supposed to have got home yesterday but they’d been held at York station for eleven hours, waiting for six troop trains to load up. The railway guards wouldn’t let them off the train, everyone had had to buy cups of tea through the windows, wee boys running back and forward to the cafe for a penny. 

An older one somehow managed to get the whisky from somewhere for two Air Force boys, charged them ten shillings for it, not that they cared. They ended up sitting in the station all night, nothing to do but look out the window, watch the rows and rows of white-faced lads in uniforms that were too big for them boarding trains to God knows where. All laughs and shouts and shoving each other, heading off for a big adventure. A couple of them had seen his uniform, given him the thumbs up. He’d given it back. Why not? They’d find out what it was really like soon enough.

A whistle, the hiss of brakes, clouds of steam and suddenly all the doors were swinging open, people desperate to get out onto the platform, away from the stale smell and fusty air of the two-day train ride. Gunner stepped down from the train, stood there for a minute on the platform. Glasgow may have looked different, but it smelt the same. Factory smoke, yeast from the brewery over by Glasgow Green and fried food wafting over from somewhere. He joined the crowd shuffling towards the platform gates and told himself it would only be half an hour until he saw Chrissy again, half an hour to be in the big double bed in her flat. 

He’d just walked through the gates when he saw him. He couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to believe it. But there he was, standing by the newsagents, Detective Inspector Malcolm Drummond. 

Unlike Glasgow, his old boss hadn’t changed a bit. Looked just like he always looked. Trilby perched on the back of his head, tweed suit that looked like he hadn’t taken it off for weeks and the usual Player’s cigarette jutting from the corner of his mouth. For a minute Gunner thought of trying to lose himself in the crowd but he was too late, the decision already made for him. Drummond had seen him. No way he could escape now. Next thing Drummond had dropped his cigarette on the ground, stood on it and was walking towards him, hand held out, ready to shake.

There wasn’t much else he could do, so Gunner took his hand. Shook it.

‘Fuck happened to you?’ asked Drummond peering at him. ‘You look like a fucking pirate.’

Gunner sighed, finger automatically going to the patch over his left eye.

‘Shrapnel.’

Drummond looked unimpressed. 

‘Daft bugger. Should have kept your head down like I told you.’

He took a hanky from his pocket, blew his nose, inspected it, then stuffed it back into his pocket.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Need you to come with me.’

‘Hang on,’ said Gunner. ‘You forgotten something? I don’t work for you any more.’

Drummond looked pained. 

‘Don’t be a smart-arse. A body’s turned up. Need you to have a look at it.’ 

‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’ said Gunner. ‘You want me to look at a dead body?’

The last thing he wanted to do was see another body. God knows he’d seen enough of them in the past two years, more than enough to last him a lifetime. Then it struck him. 

‘What are you looking at a body for anyway? Last I heard you’d retired.’

‘I did,’ said Drummond. ‘Last year. Even bought a bloody caravan in Girvan. But they called me back in. Force is full of us now, we’re all that’s left. Just old guys like me that they called back and weans that don’t know their arses from their elbows. Been like that since everyone your age fucked off to the war and left us high and dry. You were just about to be made detective when you went. Clever boy. So, much as it pains me to say it, I need you to help me out.’

Gunner shook his head, he had to nip this in the bud, quick. 

‘Can’t help you. I’ve got things to do.’

‘Like what? Get your hole?’

‘Among other things,’ said Gunner.

‘Aye well, that’s not going to happen,’ said Drummond. ‘Bad news. Chrissy’s gone. Went to Newcastle with some Air Force captain she met at the dancing.’

Gunner tried not to show his surprise. Suddenly the absence of letters over the past month made sense. More fool him.

‘It’s too early for the shebeens,’ said Drummond. ‘You come with me, help me out and I’ll drop you off after. There are a few new girls in town. All these fucking troop trains to accommodate.’

Gunner couldn’t think of much reason to say no. All his plans had revolved around Chrissy and their great reunion. They’d met each other at the dancing, both thinking it was a one-night thing, but it turned into something more than that. Or so he had thought. Didn’t blame her though, girls like Chrissy had to take their chances when they turned up. Still, he was going to miss seeing her.

Drummond turned, started walking towards the station exit.

Gunner swore under his breath, picked up his knapsack and followed. Couldn’t believe he was back with Drummond, knew he wouldn’t be any different. Same old schemes and fiddles, anything for a quick buck.

The roof of the station was filthy from years of smoke and soot but the sunlight still managed to make its way through the glass, bright shafts piercing the steam and smoke, lighting up the chaos below. The big concourse was packed with army lads sitting on the ground, leaning on their packs, half of them asleep. Twenty or so French sailors were standing along the far wall, smoking, joking, watching the girls. The canvas departure boards were flapping, changing every two minutes: Newcastle, London, Carlisle. There was even a zebra standing on a wooden platform with a sign around its neck: ZEBRA CIGARETTES IN THE BLACK AND WHITE PACK.

A man was holding it on a rope, surrounded by kids with labels on their jumpers, gas-mask boxes around their necks. The zebra looked like it was deciding which one of them to kick first. A board went up saying Liverpool and a sergeant started shouting at the army lads. They got up, stretching and yawning, trying to form themselves into some sort of line. 

It had been almost eighteen months since Gunner had left Glasgow, 1939, from this same station. Then it was still early days, the war hadn’t changed things yet. He’d stood in the station, uncomfortable in his stiff uniform and buzz cut, watching men and women waiting for trains to their work or back home, Askit and Red Hackle whisky billboards everywhere, newsagents still full of papers and sweeties. Now half the kiosks were shut, billboards replaced by the usual Government stuff. Keep Mum; Dig for Victory. There was one cafe left in the corner; he could see rolls and cheese lined up, even some scones. His stomach turned over at the thought.

‘This way, ya clown!’

He cursed, followed Drummond out the station entrance and blinked in the sudden sunlight. It was warm already, so he unbuttoned the top buttons of his blouse. Fuck it. No one was going to care now. Shook his head when he saw where Drummond had parked the Morris, remembered what an awkward bugger he could be. He’d parked it right in the middle of the taxi rank, didn’t give a fuck about anyone that wasn’t a polis. God’s chosen men as far as he was concerned. Everyone else could fend for themselves.

Gunner ignored the dirty looks of the taxi drivers, opened the passenger door and got in, trying to bend his leg without wincing. The shrapnel tracks on his face weren’t the only scars he had, but he didn’t want Drummond to know about them.

The Morris was a mess as usual. He pushed old chip wrappers and an empty Tennent’s bottle off the seat before sitting down. The back seat was covered in police reports held together with elastic bands and a couple of balled-up shirts. It was Drummond’s car all right, even smelt like him. Cigarette smoke, hair oil and beer.

‘What was it like, then?’ Drummond asked him as they drove off.

‘Seen the newsreels, have you?’ asked Gunner. ‘Just like that.’

Drummond swerved round the rag-and-bone man’s cart and accelerated up the road.

‘Still the funny bugger, I see. They no feed you over there? You’re all skin and bone.’

Gunner sighed. Wasn’t sure if Drummond was really so ignorant about what the war was really like or whether he was just taking the piss. 

‘Army food’s not much cop,’ he said.

‘Ha ha,’ said Drummond. ‘Cannae be any worse than it is here. You can’t get a hold of anything. All fucking powdered egg and here’s your two ounces of butter and that’s you.’

Gunner nodded. He wasn’t really listening; it was hard to stop looking out the car. Change everywhere. An ack-ack gun was sitting outside the Grand Hotel, a nest of sandbags around it. Two uniformed guys behind it smoking and reading the paper, looking all of fifteen. There were sandbags everywhere, piled up against doors, in mounds at the side of the street. 

He pushed down the window, let some air in. If he was being honest with himself he wasn’t that surprised that Chrissy had left. Anything was better than being stuck in a damp flat in Glasgow married to some docker who spent all his wages on a Friday night.

‘Where we off to anyway?’ he asked, watching three drunk lads in Air Force blues weave their way down the street.

‘The Kelvin Hall.’ 

‘Why? What’s on? The circus back, is it?’ asked Gunner.

Drummond looked at him as if he were mad, and then it dawned. ‘You’ve been on a train all night, you don’t know.’

Gunner looked puzzled. ‘Don’t know what?’

‘We got hit. Fucking German bombers came last night. Hammered us. Out Clydebank way mostly, a bit of Maryhill. So many dead we’re having to use the Kelvin Hall as a temporary morgue. Can’t fit the buggers in anywhere else.’

Gunner sat back in his seat. He’d thought he was coming to Glasgow to escape the war, hadn’t really thought that it was happening here too. Last thing he needed.

‘Anyone we know?’ he asked.

Drummond got a hanky out his pocket, wiped his sweaty forehead. ‘Hard to tell. Loads of bodies still unidentified, in pieces most of them, not sure they’ll ever know what’s what. It’s a right fucking mess. Most of the boys from the Maryhill shop are accounted for, Tanner’s no in but chances are he’s just lying pissed somewhere as usual. Clydebank are missing a— Fuck!’

Drummond stepped on the brakes, braced his arms on the steering wheel and they skidded to a halt. Gunner got his hand up just in time, stopped his face hitting the windscreen. 

‘Fuck’s sake, Drummond!’

It wasn’t difficult to see why Drummond had hit the brakes. Up ahead of them, Argyll Street was closed off. Ropes across it and a couple of bollards painted red. Fire wardens and guys in boiler suits were looking up at one of the tenements by the old bakery. 

‘Sorry about that,’ said Drummond. ‘All this shite wasn’t here five bloody minutes ago.’ He pushed his window down.

‘Fuck’s going on here?’ he barked.

A fireman the size of a brick shithouse wandered over. Couldn’t have looked at Drummond with more contempt if he tried.

‘What’s going on here, sir, is that a fire has rendered this building unsafe,’ he said. ‘So we’ve closed the road. That OK with you, is it?’

‘I’m a polis,’ said Drummond.

The foreman smiled. ‘That right? I’m a Partick Thistle supporter myself. Now fuck off.’

Drummond muttered something about ‘bloody jumped-up arseholes’ and spun the car around. Gunner looked out the window, not wanting Drummond to see the big grin on his face.

Argyll Street wasn’t the only one. They had to go round the houses, half the roads on the way to the Kelvin Hall were blocked off, oil drums and planks of wood, a row of the Home Guard behind them. Drummond wasn’t one to give up easily, but to give them their due, the old boys held firm, even in the face of his shouting, swearing and flashing his police card. 

They were just coming along Dumbarton Road when they ground to a halt again. The traffic ahead of them had stopped completely, horns were blasting, drivers stepping out of their cars trying to see what the hold-up was. At first Gunner thought it was just another roadblock, then he saw them. It seemed like hundreds of people were coming along Dumbarton Road, weaving their way through the cars and trams, making their way towards the Western Infirmary. 

Nurses were running amongst them, blowing whistles when they found the worst off, directing the doctors, getting the porters to put them on stretchers or in wheelchairs. An old man stepped out in front of Drummond’s car, stumbled and steadied himself on the bonnet. He was a mess. Snow-white hair thick with blood and dust, left arm hanging at his side, bone poking through the skin and his shirt. He looked at them without seeing and kept going.

Gunner watched the bomb victims walking past while Drummond swore and sat on the horn. It was like being back in France again. Refugees on the roads. The first couple of times he’d seen them, he’d tried asking who they were, where they were going. After a couple of weeks, things had changed. Soon he didn’t even notice them any more. There were just too many. Women, kids, old men pushing prams and carts full of piled-up belongings. All of them walking heads down, all of them exhausted, none of them knowing where they would end up.

The nurses and doctors in Great Western Road finally managed to get most of the walking wounded into the wee road up to the hospital and the traffic started moving again. Drummond eased the car forward, only gone a few hundred yards when they were stopped again, right by the hospital entrance. Six army vans were parked up on the pavement, soldiers unloading bodies on stretchers out the back.

‘Christ. How many bombs were there?’ Gunner asked.

‘Fuck knows, they just kept coming all night. Incendiaries did the most damage, half of Clydebank’s still burning.’

Drummond leant on the steering wheel, shook a cigarette out the packet and did his usual trick of lighting it off the one in his mouth. He peered through the windscreen at the clear blue sky. Looked glum. 

‘It rains in Glasgow every fucking day, then the one day you really want it to, it’s like a bloody picture postcard. This weather better change soon or we’re fucked. The last thing we need is another clear night and those cunts coming back for round two. We cannae cope as it is.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said Gunner, looking at the flow of casualties. ‘There must be hundreds of dead bodies in the Kelvin Hall. What have I got to look at one for?’

Drummond turned to him, grinned. 

‘This one’s a bit different. Not that many bombs that manage to cut someone’s fingers off one by one.’
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