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BOOK ONE

The Long-Haired Achaeans

November 1995–January 1996

I am so glutted with resentment that I ache

War Music, Christopher Logue





Chapter 1

Calum Bean woke at the radio-alarm’s insistence, reluctantly lifted his eyelids and found himself staring across a Dutch hotel room into the crackling eye of the television, remembering fragments of a drunken spree at the Terneuzen bierfest. It felt like a stack of bulkheads were tumbling through the interior of his skull.

‘Nevermore,’ he croaked.

‘Repent,’ advised Leonard Cohen from the radio.

Cal spun the dial, searching the frequencies for the shipping forecast. Finding it, he cursed out loud: there were stormfronts gathering out in Dogger and German Bight. Awful retribution.

He stood under the shower for an extra five minutes, hunching his body to get his head under the shower-head, ate two Paracetamols, tied his dreadlocks in a loose bun and skipped a monotonous breakfast that was fried and greasy.

He was on the water with the rest of the crew inside half an hour.

He brought the Zodiac in a wide arc across the shipping lane, steering between the black hulks of container ships bound for Antwerp. It was raining hard and he had the drawstring on the hood of his waterproofs drawn tight so that there was only a small aperture, but still the icy needles of water struck the bridge of his nose and his cheeks and stung his eyes. The well of the boat was awash with foaming water and he had his steel-capped boots jammed tightly in the stirrup-loops to brace him against the rolling bow-waves.

The rig was out here somewhere. He scanned the horizon for the single blinking light on her superstructure.

She wasn’t much of a drilling rig, nothing more, really, than a raft of welded steel pontoons standing on four hydraulic legs. Her deck was loaded with a derrick, a crane, water and guagum and diesel tanks, a Volvo powerpack, and a couple of freight containers serving as a workshop and a tea hut. Not much to speak of, but a home of sorts for the last six months, first off the coast of Gaza and now here in a Dutch shipping lane.

Then he saw her. The blinking light, and after it, her skeletal outline.

She was dangerously low in the water. She was standing in forty metres of water with her legs fully extended, only one steel lug showing above the leg bearings, and the tops of the waves from the shipping lane were breaking across the deck, balls of spume roiling between the tanks and the stacks of drill pipes.

Fearful of being swept on to the deck, he held off as far as he could and the ongoing and offgoing crews were forced to jump the gap. As he was attempting to hold her steady, he glanced at the crane.

Odd. He rubbed the salt out of his eyes.

The previous evening, at the end of the shift, he had taken the time to realign the crane with the edge of the platform. He had dozed for a few minutes in the cramped and heated cab, until the nodding of his head against the dash had woken him. He remembered sitting for a minute or so, staring straight ahead at the winking lights on the gantries and metal corsetry of the chemical factory on the north shore. Now, looking up at it, he saw that, although the crane was still flush with the edge of the platform, the cab no longer faced the chemical factory.

The rig was drifting.

Implications not quite grasped made him uneasy and he turned them over in his mind, despite the best efforts of his hangover, as he ferried the nightshift back to shore: if the rig was drifting in the deep mud, there was no telling what the stresses would be like on legs that were already overextended. The rig had been designed to work in a depth of no more than thirty metres; the extra ten-metre leg sections had only been added because their previous job, surveying for a new port off the Gaza Strip, had required them. The money had required them. He’d thought nothing of it. Adding leg sections was just more welding. He’d been told to do it, so he’d done it. Besides, the weather in the Med had been a lot calmer.

Here it was terrible. Half the Netherlands was flooded; the hotel where he spent his off-duty hours was filled with families who’d been forced to abandon their homes.

The Westershelde job had been last-minute, a fast one, pulled on them just as they were approaching England. A radio signal. A new destination, a new geologist, everyone on the rig to stay put and await further instructions. The instructions duly came: they were contracted to undertake a site investigation for a proposed tunnel connecting Terneuzen with Zuid-Beveland on the north shore.

Cal had been part of the maintenance crew that had travelled with the rig as it was towed back from Gaza across the Mediterranean, with the legs dismantled into sections and stacked on the deck. It was logical that he stay on for the Terneuzen job, but, more than that, he had his own reason for not wanting to leave the rig; namely, it allowed him to keep a close eye on the leg section that contained ten kilos of pressed Lebanese hashish in a watertight welded-steel box. The leg section that was now thirty metres down in the mud.

He had arranged to offload the hash at Plymouth docks, the rig’s final destination. It was already a week overdue. All sorts of heavy people were breathing down his neck. This new job, and the consequent delay, was beginning to scare him. The rig had only been in place for two days, and at no time had the weather improved beyond a murky greyness. Now it seemed as if she might be about to drift away.

If he lost the hash he was likely to lose his kneecaps.

The tide was fast flowing out of the Westershelde as he cautiously approached the blinking light on the superstructure for the second time. The deck was no longer awash with water and the tops of the legs were revealed. For the second time that morning he had the feeling that something was wrong.

The Motorola handset in his jacket pocket was howling white noise. Maybe someone was shouting, maybe not. He couldn’t distinguish a word over the roaring of the boat’s seventy-five-horsepower Suzuki engine and the ships sounding in the ragged fog that lay tight against the water. His bare hands were numb and bluing. Each wave seemed to strike him harder than the one before.

The crew in their fluorescent yellow waterproofs were running around the edge of the platform and waving frantically at him. He coaxed more power out of the engine and brought the Zodiac alongside. It wallowed in a sudden trough and was nearly swept under the rig. A heavy coil of rope slammed into the bottom of the boat. Yvonne, the foreman, was leaning far out over the handrail, shouting at him and pointing out into the shipping lane. Cal cursed, and fumbled with numb fingers for the Motorola. He cupped it awkwardly against his ear. The radio hissed, and screamed, and then he got it clearly.

‘Git that fuckin leg!’

The rig was standing on only three legs; one had ripped out of its bearing. He hadn’t noticed. He looked out in the direction that they were frantically signalling. The missing leg was heading at about four knots into the shipping lane, aimed like a torpedo directly at an inbound container ship.

‘Jesusfuckshitefuck,’ he shouted, but the wind whipped the words out of his mouth. He opened out the engine and chased after the steel leg, the boat slamming into the waves as he accelerated towards it.



Yvonne stomped into the tea hut, dropped into one of the plastic chairs and slammed her steel-capped boots down on the splintering, paint-spattered workbench. She swept the hood of her waterproofs back and started shaking her pale fingers vigorously to coax some life back into them.

The last one in hauled the door closed against the wind, and they all stood for a few seconds, savouring the respite from the weather. The space heater roared in the corner. Naked women and men, torn from magazines, sprawled on the walls.

‘What the fuck ur we gannae dae now?’ Yvonne asked nobody in particular.

‘Cup of tea?’ suggested Dave, the second mate, who was squatting in front of the heater, massaging his hands.

‘Sharrup ya mash basturt,’ she replied.

Dave shrugged good-naturedly. His earrings glowed red in the light from the heater.

‘Let’s get off this rig,’ suggested the geologist, who had a savage hangover, ‘before the tide comes back in.’

‘Well auf ye fuckin gae, then,’ snarled Yvonne.

Recovering the leg had been the easy part. A coastguard tug, which had been monitoring the radio net, had intercepted the leg at the same time as the Zodiac, and together they had managed to tow it out of the shipping lane before it collided with the container ship. It was now chained to the side of the platform.

Meanwhile the platform was drifting slowly with the tide, dragging its remaining legs through the thick mud. The crew had been left with the task of trying to assess the damage without letting the coastguard or the Dutch maritime authorities know the full extent of it; a penalty clause in the contract required the company to remove all plant at the end of the contract. Yvonne had let them know, in characteristically crude terms, that a major salvage bill would wreck the company. They would lose all the money earned in Gaza.

They surfed the radio net as they clambered round the rig, hopping channels to outwit any listeners. A cursory examination revealed that the situation was bad but not yet disastrous. The drill pipe was lost, sheared completely away, and the condition of the legs was unknown. Because of the tide the water-level had dropped five metres and half the top section of each leg was exposed.

They looked all right.

Dutch divers dispatched by the coastguard to inspect the rig were unable to go deeper than ten metres, but what they could see of the legs appeared undamaged. Distracted by their concern for the legs, the divers had not noticed that the drilling pipe was gone. There was still a chance.

‘I’ve a suggestion.’ Cal was leaning, slightly apart from the others, with the back of his head resting against the wall of the container. A habitual pose.

Yvonne studied him with her small, suspicious eyes. There was a frisson of unstated dislike between them. She wasn’t keen on educated crew-members. It made her suspicious. She seemed to think that Cal had something to hide – correctly, as it happened. Besides which, Calum was tall and Yvonne was a bantam with a healthy-sized chip on her shoulder.

‘Awright, Mr University smart cunt, wat is it?’

Cal had perfected a half-hearted shrug that was designed to infuriate her. He offered his suggestion without enthusiasm. ‘Bring one up.’

‘Bring one up?’

‘Aye, jack one up, and take a look.’

‘Which one?’

Calum knew exactly which one. He unfolded himself batlike off the wall. Yvonne locked her fingers together, turned down her palms, and cracked the joints.



The Volvo powerback squealed, and the handle on the hydraulic ram began to twist in Cal’s hands, the collar mashing the lugs. The whole leg was bending like forge-work as it came up out of the bearing. There was a stripped-bare moment of silent astonishment, then Cal began to run, slipping and sliding across the grillwork on the deck. Everyone ran.

The powerpack seized. The ram fractured and shattered, spraying shrapnel and scalding hydraulic oil across the deck. The protruding leg shuddered above them like a sapling in a storm. There was a rending sound as welds began to crack inside the bearing and the individual sections began to twist and tear.

Somewhere, Dave was screaming in pain.

Cal lay clinging to the deck and life, his mouth full of seawater. Around him Dave’s screams and the whistle of splinters seemed to swell and recede and swell again.

In the course of those few seconds Cal experienced an important insight; he did not welcome it, although it came as no surprise. The insight was that he had no courage. For over two years, and with casual arrogance, he had striven through hard physical labour to put behind him an act of cowardice. Cowering on the deck, he realised that he was no further from that act of capitulation than he had ever been.

The leg snapped. The rig groaned and staggered like a drunkard.

Cal looked out from between his fingers. The upper two sections remained wedged at an angle out of the top of the bearing, but the lower two sections had fallen away and sunk into the water. The hash was gone.

He ran across the deck to the powerpack and hit the STOP button. Turning, he saw that Yvonne was standing over Dave and shouting at him. She was stocky like the rig, a box-shaped woman as wide as she was tall; her voice as big as she tried to be.

‘Wat’s yer fuckin name, son?’

Calum went across to them. Dave was a sickly grey-green colour and he was having trouble focusing. Shock.

Yvonne bellowed, ‘Wat’s yer fuckin name?’

Dave looked confused. He shook his head. ‘Dave,’ he said at last.

‘Welcome back.’ Yvonne knelt down beside him and for one brief, tender moment she rested the back of her hand against his cheek. She looked up briefly at Cal. ‘Gae fir the stretcher. I ken the wee tube has broken his pelvis.’

‘Cheers,’ Dave said. ‘Cheers very much’.

‘I’m dead,’ Cal announced; an agonising appraisal.

‘Never mind that,’ Yvonne told him. ‘Let’s jus git oaf this rig – and fuckin pronto.’



Five hours later, bone-tired and sodden, Cal staggered back across the hotel car-park past a once metallic-blue Ford Escort Cosworth that was now splattered with fan-tails of glutinous mud, and parked, or rather discarded, diagonally across two clearly delineated parking spaces. He climbed the steps and went into the striplit foyer. The balding receptionist glared at him with bulbous eyes as he squelched past, leaving muddy footprints on the bright linoleum.

The door to his room had been kicked open – the wood panelling was cracked and splintered – and inside he found his cousin Sebastian MacCoinneach stretched out on the bed, fully clothed, with his mud-caked cowboy boots on the twisted sheet, a tumbler full of Scotch in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

‘Flew into Schiphol,’ Seb explained. He inhaled, then blew a thin plume of smoke in Cal’s direction. ‘A few hours to kill. I’d heard you were here so I thought I’d come and see you. You look like shit.’

Cal didn’t bother asking how Seb had found him; he knew that he wouldn’t get an answer. Seb removed his sunglasses; the whites of his startling azure eyes were streaked with threads of red. Stoned. Cal hadn’t seen him for two years, not since a Monday morning in a layby on the M4.

‘Well?’ Seb demanded.

‘I thought that if I saw you again there’d be trouble,’ Cal said.

‘And now you’re seeing me again.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And there’s trouble?’

‘The rig sank,’ Cal explained. ‘I’ve spent the last two hours being grilled by the coastguard. The company I work for has gone bankrupt – and by the way I’m dead.’

‘You’re exaggerating.’ Seb jumped up off the bed. ‘Here, sit down.’

Cal sank heavily on to the bed, and rested his head in his hands. Seb watched him from the dressing-table. Cal sighed, and rubbed his face with his palms.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked, trying to make conversation.

‘Moscow,’ Seb replied, with enthusiasm. ‘Making deals with expatriate Chechen gangsters.’

This meant nothing to Cal, who hadn’t read a broadsheet for months.

Seb explained as he squeezed droplets from a plastic vial on to his contact lenses, ‘Chechens from Chechnya. Pesky republic in the Caucasus. Not a good place to be right now. Boris Yeltsin is busy bombing the shit out of it as we speak. The wisest rats have fled to brighter climes. Cyprus, for instance.’

Cal frowned. ‘Not work, then?’

‘Definitely not. This is something else entirely. More your line. Moving weight, I mean.’

The telephone rang. Cal answered it; it was Byron.

Byron owned the hash. The hash that was now lost at the bottom of the sea. ‘I thought I’d come on over. I heard you had a few problems.’ He said it in a flat menacing tone, as a statement not a question. Cal was shocked: news travelled fast.

Seb was unimpressed, opening and closing his eyes, bright tears on the harsh planes of his face. ‘Let him come, mate. I’ll show him. You’ll see.’



‘Where would you be without me?’ Seb said accusingly. ‘You’d be down there on the floor like him.’ This was their relationship, through and through. Seb’s face was terrible, exultant. There was blood on the mirrored panes of his aviator Ray-Bans, bright-red on bronze in the striplight; and on the cloth of his button-down blue oxford shirt.

He touched the left hand corner of his mouth and then the right. ‘I’ll slice you quick,’ he spat.

Byron, turtled on the ground and already badly beaten, turned backwards in a panicking flail of arms and legs. Seb, after three breathtaking strides, caught him, turned his Purdey blade flat and opened Byron’s right cheek and then his left.

‘Like orange peel.’ He stopped, then whispered: ‘I can hear your heart.’

If it was in the nature of their relationship that Seb hauled Cal out of the shit, the trade-off was that Seb’s methods could be without bounds. Suddenly he smiled, revealing rows of razorbright teeth; and reached out and laid a hand on Cal’s shoulder and squeezed.

‘Excellent, lover.’ The same voice, but beguiling now; his spirits were back. The knife – that slice of malignant vigour in his character that worked on the blind side of reasonable behaviour – never showed for long. Cal wondered briefly, and with no reason that he could later fathom, if Seb might try and kiss him.

Instead: ‘How much fur duh nigguh?’

Seb stepped away, over Byron’s slowly twisting body, flicking his black hair away from his face and lighting a Silk Cut. The gleaming bronze Zippo left a draft of petrol fumes in his wake.

‘Come on, Calum, get a grip,’ Seb commanded, without looking at him. ‘What did you lose? What do you owe the man?’

‘Ten kilos of hash. I’m not really sure.’

‘Is that all?’

He spun round and strode back across the room, like a panther in a small cage, exactly, Cal imagined, as he had carried himself after the Provos threw a nailbomb at him, or after he’d cleared a bunker of Iraqis with white phosphorus. He scooped up the Karrimor rucksack that he had discarded at the onset of violence. It was bulky and full. He unclipped the lid, half-tipped it and loosed a waterfall of twenty-dollar bills that rained down on Byron’s body. Thousands of dollars’ worth. They clung to Byron’s bloody cotton shirt and to his hands, which were cupped over his face.

‘One of these knives is worth all this heap,’ Seb announced – obviously quoting though Cal didn’t recognise the source. Seb leant over the bloody body, his face pleasant and his tone matter-of-fact, ‘Your pound of salt, fuckwit.’

He kicked Bryon so hard that the sound of breaking ribs could be heard above the rasping noise issuing from his throat. ‘Whadyathink?’

Calum shook his head.

‘Robinson Crusoe,’ Seb explained. He had a seemingly inexhaustible supply of quotes.

The rucksack was still brimming with money. He clipped it shut and flung it on the divan bed. ‘I think I’ll wash my hands.’

A few minutes later he stepped dripping from the bathroom. His torso and upper arms were a manuscript of Celtic designwork, blue-black ink tattoos, shield-roundels and knotwork torques, serpents eating themselves, and wrestling saints. His warrior signs. He balled up his bloodstained shirt and stuffed it in the rucksack on top of the money. He dragged his black leather jacket off the bed, slipped it on and zipped it up to the throat.

Cal said, ‘What now?’

‘We leave,’ Seb told him.

Together, they watched Byron’s slow progression across the carpet. He was heading for a corner, and had left a trail of stray notes and bloody handprints behind him. He was breathing heavily, like a blunt saw in a log.

Seb said, ‘You want to go home?’

Cal hadn’t been home for two years. ‘I suppose so.’

‘I need you there, mate,’ Seb said, and then, with a change of tack, ‘It’s your brother’s wedding next month.’

Cal considered this. He hadn’t known.

Seb ground the heel of his boot down on the side of Byron’s head. He said, ‘You’ll do me the courtesy of paying me your full attention, Byron. This money, the money that I have paid you, is dirty. Really dirty. So dirty, in fact, that if you try to spend it here you’ll have every law-enforcement agency in Europe on your case so fast you won’t even have time to breathe, and right on their heels will come the FBI, and after them all sorts of heavy people. So clean the money before you spend it. Do I make myself clear? Or should I kick the fuck out of you again? Do I make myself clear?’

‘Yes,’ Byron whispered.

Seb looked across at Cal. ‘Does this guy know where you live?’

‘No.’

‘What about the company?’

Cal let out a strangled laugh. ‘What company? They’ll have shredded everything by now and run for the Caribbean.’

‘And the coastguard?’

‘I gave them a false name and address. I said my passport went down with the rig.’

‘Did it?’

‘No.’

Seb nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘Good man. You’re learning.’ Then he added, ‘Have you got any money?’

‘No.’

‘Here.’ Seb reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a silver money clip. He selected five crisp notes and held them out to Cal. Cal stared at them, and at Seb’s freshly scrubbed fingers.

‘Don’t worry,’ Seb said, knowingly, ‘They’ve been through the washing-machine.’ And then that brilliant, infectious smile, the luminous halo in his azure eyes. ‘Come on, mate, let’s go to Amsterdam. I’ve got a monster hire car.’



‘A thrust, mate, with a sharp blade into the corridors of wealth.’ He jabbed two fingers at Cal, across the top of the tall glasses of lager, trailing smoke and ash from the coffee-shop skunk joint wedged between them. ‘That’s my dream. Stick it in, twist it and pull it out. Quick.’ He pulled his fingers back, and downed a mouthful of beer, then unselfconsciously wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘That’s what I want. No hanging around. A lightning crusade, a pre-emptive strike if you like, while the market is still wide open, and before the London dealers have moved in.’ He held out his cupped hands as if they held something precious. ‘Ulster. The new market place. It’s like the Berlin Wall coming down: the opening of a closed market that for too long has been dominated by IRA Marxist-lunatics. Everybody wants a piece of the action. I mean, Sainsbury’s is opening new stores. It’s the future.’ He paused, grim-faced. ‘A carefully selected team of operators. A cell-structure. A tight plan. I mean so fucking secure’ – a rictus of threatened violence on his face. ‘We swamp the province with drugs, and earn enough money never to have to do it again. Once it’s done, we walk away with our hearts softened and grateful and our pockets full of spondoolicks.

‘Listen to me. I’ve read Howard Marks, the boyo from the valleys and all that shite. Know this. He had to build himself up: he might have been to Oxford but he wasn’t connected for a one-time job, not like me. He had to put the apparatus in place, set up a logistic chain. Once he’d set it up the temptation was to go on using it. He was too successful too many times. I’m not saying he was greedy – after all he believed in what he was doing. He just overdid it, and the maxim holds true: they’ll get you in the end. I don’t want any of that.’

He was burning. It was like basking in the glow of an atomic reaction, you could feel the heat of his intent. It had always been this way. Cal loved him for it. They played pool in Hunter’s bar, and Seb didn’t stop talking, leaning far over the cue, always with a joint hanging off his lip, his eyes never leaving the table.

‘Never flinch from the power of money. You said it yourself: the Freedom To Live . . .’

Cal’s words. Five years old now. Clinging to the scaffolding on the clock face of the North British Hotel on a crisp February night with Princes Street Gardens beneath them and Edinburgh all around them, and older blackened masses, the castle, Salisbury Crags and the sphinx-shape of Arthur’s Seat, the old volcano, driving wedges up through the city’s sodium light; and the full moon above them, white as bone; shouting those very words: the Freedom To Live.

‘Listen to this. Nothing in use by man, for power of ill, can equal money. Whadyathink?’

Cal shrugged. It was a game they played. Name that quote. He said slowly, ‘It’s all Greek to me.’

‘Very good,’ Seb said. ‘Sophocles, in fact.’ He paused. ‘We’re the same, you and I. Just different ends of the political spectrum. I’m a libertarian, you’re an anarchist, but we believe the same thing. Everything is permitted, right?’

Everything? It was a source of constant bafflement to Cal that Seb saw no apparent contradiction between his private conduct and his public persona.

‘Not everything,’ Cal said, eyeing the table, his chin resting on the tip of the cue.

There was a pause.

Seb laughed disconcertingly. He relished the disconcerting. ‘Sure, of course not everything,’ he said. He keenly watched the effect his words had on listeners, and he was always eager to talk. It was a feature of command. ‘Cannabis – you’ve said it yourself – should be made available to everyone.’

‘You’re not frightened of getting caught?’

He laughed. ‘I’m a redeemed soul. The Lord wouldn’t cast me away.’

Cal shook his head, suppressing a smile. ‘So who benefits?’

‘We do.’

‘Over there?’

It took Seb a few seconds to understand. ‘In Ulster? Don’t worry about it. People like us. Think about it, an engine for peace.’



They parted at Schiphol airport, in the departure lounge, Seb taking a flight for Cyprus while Cal waited for a later flight to London. Seb was wearing a brand-new shirt from one of the airport boutiques, and still carrying his rucksack full of money.

‘En route to the Limassol launderette,’ he explained. ‘Chechens like their money laundered in Cyprus. See ya.’

Cal rode out the flight from Schiphol curled up in his seat, whitening beneath the bleaching glare of the bulkhead striplights. He slept for a short time and woke on the runway at Heathrow. It was just after dawn. There was a dull ache in his head and in the upper arch of his jaw. The mark of his beating. He scoured the ridgelines of hard plastic with the tip of his tongue.

When the plane was almost empty he retrieved his rucksack, which was his only luggage, from the overhead bins, smiled halfheartedly at the attendants, whose eyes flicked across him without interest, and followed the arrivals signs through the maze of antiseptic-smelling corridors. He went through passport control swiftly and passed baggage reclaim and all the milling passengers. He was stopped at customs, in the blue channel, the customs officer gesturing to him across the broad, deserted channel. He went through Cal’s bag and found nothing but dirty clothes and his blow-torches and hoses and dog-eared books and notebooks.

He held up the shank of Cal’s welding torch. ‘What is this?’

‘It’s a welding tool.’

The customs officer put it down gently, on the surface of the desk right next to the bag. ‘Is that what you do?’

Cal smiled faintly and shrugged. ‘It looks that way.’

The customs officer clicked his teeth and looked up from rummaging in the bag. ‘You’re an activist.’

‘What makes you say that?’

The man didn’t bother to reply. ‘You can go,’ he said. He watched carefully as Cal repacked his bag, an expression of barely concealed contempt on his face.

Cal travelled on the Underground from Heathrow. He dozed between switching trains. It was light when he reached Stoke Newington, and beginning to snow. The squat was on the Kingsmead estate, on the third floor of a dismal-grey block of flats. The concrete stairwell was slick with yellow-green fungus and blurred graffiti, and the steps so deep in crushed glass and slush that it was as if he was rising through a subterranean waterfall.

The party had been going for two days, the heavy Dub sound beating in the stairwell. The lock was splintered and the rivets hanging out of the thin steel plate on the door. He ducked his head as he entered the hallway, and picked his way through the people crouched there. He felt as if he was gliding. The main room was full of heaving bodies and the sound system, and a jury-rigged strobe light. Girls in lycra and boots. Ecstasy. He slid between them. He spotted Kelly weaving drunkenly towards him, a bottle of Tesco scotch in her hand. She was wearing Doc Martens, black tights and a short red tartan skirt. There were threaders of beads in her hair.

She saw him and screamed, ‘Calum!’

She grabbed him around the neck and shouted drunkenly in his ear, ‘Happy new year!’ though it was still November. She crushed her lips against his and her tongue went into the roof of his mouth. She smelt of whisky and cigarettes. He gently lifted her away and set her down and she stumbled away with the bottle gripped firmly in her hand.

He crossed the kitchen through a group of men, two Rastas and three white guys, one of whom he knew vaguely, a plumber from Leith. He was spraying WD40 on his scuffed para boots and dancing around. The others were reeling back and forth watching him; a chillum was being passed round, coils of white smoke drifting up from it. Calum begged a hit and raised the clay funnel, gripped between his cupped hands, to his forehead and then to his lips and inhaled deeply. He nodded, his eyes watering, and passed the pipe. He blew the smoke out of his nose. He staggered slightly. He felt better now, more in tune with his surroundings, the pain in his mouth receding.

He found Al in a bedroom. Four guys and a skinny girl were sitting on the floor beside a mattress strewn with coats and intertwined bodies. Cal stood in the doorway watching them, Al bending over the square of aluminium foil with his tatty black locks tied away from his face with a rubber band, running the lighter back and forth beneath the heroin, dragging the smoke up through a foil tube.

When he was done he lifted his red-rimmed eyes to Calum and nodded slowly, ‘Awright there, big yin?’

‘Aye.’

‘You wanna hit?’

Cal shook his head.

‘Please yersel.’

Al’s jaw drifted down onto his chest and he seemed to pass out.

Seconds later his head jerked back up again and he smiled, his mouth filled with yellowed stubs of teeth. ‘I saw yer fren Seb and some auld Provo fucker,’ he said, ‘jus a cupil ae months ago. Fucker dissed me.’

‘Aye.’

‘He’s a cunt.’

‘Aye.’

Cal could well imagine. Seb despised heroin and wasn’t afraid to direct his fury at anyone he found using it. Heroin was Seb’s bugbear, his one passionate dislike. Seb’s elder brother Rory had died after taking an overdose.

‘Thir’s werk fir ya,’ Al said, ‘at Claremont Road.’

‘I see.’

Al drifted away again. One of the guys on the floor was glaring up at him; he had a thin, sharp nose and his eyes seemed too close together. Cal shifted the weight on the balls of his feet and stuck his chin out. The guy dropped his head and stared at the frayed brown and black carpet.

Cal went looking for Kelly. He found her slumped in a corner with her hands still on the bottle. He prised it gently from her fingers, took a swig and handed it to the nearest person. He lifted her on to his shoulder and carried her to her bedroom, laying her down on the pile of blankets on the mattress in the corner of the room. He looked around, and snowflakes wafted over him, borne through the open window on a cold gust of wind. Kelly had started to snore. He went to the window and pounded at it, and the window loosened in its frame and slid shut with a bang. He paused, resting his forehead against the cold glass, watching the falling snow melting on the pavement outside. Then he pulled a blanket from under Kelly, and got down beside her and dragged the thin, coarse blanket over them both. She mumbled and shifted on the bed. He put his cheek against hers, and listened to the firm cadences of her breathing. Her flesh was cold. He put his arms round her and held her to try to make her warm.
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