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PROLOGUE

In my life, I have had to explain my way out of a lot of tight corners, but this one tops them all.

I am leaning against the wall of an upper-storey room in an empty dockside warehouse. I am leaning against the wall because I doubt if I can stand up without support. I am trying to work out if there are any vital organs in the lower left of my abdomen, just above the hip. I try to remember anatomy diagrams from every encyclopaedia I ever opened as a kid because, if there are vital organs down there, I am pretty much fucked.

I am leaning against a wall in an empty dockside warehouse trying to remember anatomy diagrams and there is a woman on the floor, about three yards in front of me. I don’t need to remember childhood encyclopaedias to know that there is a pretty vital organ in your skull, not that I seem to have made much use of it over the last four weeks. Anyway, the woman on the floor hasn’t got much of a skull left, and no face at all. Which is a shame, because it was a beautiful face. A truly beautiful face.

Next to the woman without her face is a large canvas bag that has been dropped onto the grubby floor, spilling half of its contents, which comprise of a ridiculously large quantity of used, large-denomination banknotes.

I am leaning against a wall in an empty dockside warehouse with a hole in my side trying to remember anatomy diagrams, while a dead woman without her beautiful face and a large bag of cash lie on the floor. That should be enough of a pickle to be in, but there is also a large bear of a man looking down at the girl, the bag and now, at me. And he is holding a shotgun: the same one that took her face off.

I have been in better situations.

I think I need to explain.


CHAPTER ONE

Four weeks and a day ago, I didn’t know Frankie McGahern. I also didn’t know that this was a state of affairs much to be desired. My life was, admittedly, not without its ups and, more often, downs, and I knew a lot of people that others would cross the street to avoid, but Frankie McGahern was a bright star that was yet to cross my sky.

I knew the name McGahern, of course. Frankie was one of a matching pair: the McGahern Twins. I had heard of Tam McGahern, Frankie’s older brother by three minutes, who was a well-known middleweight gangster in Glasgow, one of those whom the big guys left alone, mainly because it was more trouble than it was worth.

The funny thing about the McGahern Twins – depending on how you define funny – is that although they were outwardly identical, the similarity ended there. Unlike his brother, Tam McGahern was smart, hard and truly dangerous. And he was a life-taker. The viciousness he had learned in the back streets and closes of Clydebank had been professionally honed during the war in North Africa and the Middle East. Tam the alley rat had become a decorated Desert Rat.

Frankie McGahern, on the other hand, had evaded military service courtesy of a dodgy lung. While Tam had been away on active service, his less capable brother had been left in charge of the McGahern business. Frankie’s nose had been put out of joint when Tam took back full control on his return from the Middle East. With Tam’s brains behind it once more, the little McGahern empire began to grow again.

But while the McGahern operation wasn’t to be sneezed at, it didn’t make much of an impact on the Three Kings: the tetrarchy of Glasgow crime bosses who controlled almost everything that went on in the city. And who provided, between them, a fair amount of my workload. The Three Kings set the limits for Tam McGahern but other than that left him and his brother alone. Tam was more than a sleeping dog they let lie: he was an evil, rabid, vicious psycho of a dog that they let lie. But on a short chain.

Until eight weeks and two days ago.

Eight weeks and two days ago, Tam McGahern was spending the evening in a grubby flat above a bar in Maryhill servicing a nineteen-year-old girl, no doubt with the direct, no-nonsense disregard for finesse that has made Scotsmen the envy of every Latin lover. McGahern owned the bar below, and, to all intents and purposes, the girl above as well.

At about two thirty in the morning, the coitus was interrupted by someone banging loudly on the downstairs door of the flat. The caller had also, apparently, shouted obscenities through the letterbox, mainly casting doubt on Tam McGahern’s dimensional capability to satisfy his companion. McGahern had come running down the stairs, dressed only in a Tootal shirt and monogrammed socks and clutching a kitchen knife. But as he had flung open the door, he had been faced with two large, sharp-suited gentlemen, each with a sawn-off shotgun. Slamming the door shut, McGahern turned to clamber back up the stairs. His callers, however, had shouldered in the door and let McGahern have it with both barrels times two.

A lead enema, they call it in Glasgow.

I found out all of this from Jock Ferguson, a friend I have in the City of Glasgow CID. Well, more of an acquaintance than a friend. And probably more of a contact than an acquaintance. Ferguson also told me that Tam McGahern had still been alive when the first police Wolseley 6/90 patrol car arrived. The two PCs apparently found that the retreating McGahern had been blasted more or less up the backside, and his buttocks and groin were reduced to a bloody mass of raw flesh. All blood and snotters, as my police chums are fond of saying.

In a classic and inspired piece of police intelligence gathering, one of the attending constables asked the injured gangster if he had recognized the men who had shot him. When Tam McGahern asked: ‘Am I gonna be okay?’, the police constable replied, despite McGahern’s balls now being roommates with his Adam’s apple: ‘Aye . . . of course you will.’ At which point McGahern said, ‘Then I’ll get the bastards myself.’ And died.

In much the same way as the story was being told in bars across Glasgow, it was related to me over a whisky and a pie in the Horsehead Bar by my police contact. There was a lot of talk across the city about Tam McGahern’s demise; the one big difference was that with killings like this it was usual to whisper the list of names in the frame. But there were no names with this one. Although McGahern had his fair share of enemies, he had removed most of them from Glasgow and many from this life. If Tam had recognized the gunmen at the door, he had taken their identities to his grave.

Everyone knew that none of the Three Kings was involved. There was talk of an outside job. Of an English connection. There was even mention made of Mr Morrison. Mr Morrison, which certainly wasn’t his real name, had the same kind of arrangement with the Three Kings that I had: he worked for them all in total confidence and his impartiality and independence was valued. But, unlike me, Mr Morrison didn’t investigate things for the Three Kings. He was in the removal business: specifically removing people from this vale of tears. No one knew what Mr Morrison looked like, or anything about him. Some doubted that he even existed, or thought that he was just a bogeyman invented by the Three Kings to keep the rank and file in line. Rumour was that if you ever did come face-to-face with Mr Morrison, then the next countenance you’d be looking at was St Peter’s. But even Mr Morrison was out of the frame. The killing had been professional, but too public and messy. Anyway the Three Kings had made it clear Mr Morrison wasn’t involved. And that made it official. Nevertheless, the conjecture and rumour continued, but it was just the morbidly excited speculation of minor players in a game they did not understand.

Me, I didn’t give a toss. I didn’t think of McGahern’s murder much at all until four weeks and a day ago, when his brother, Frankie, made my acquaintance.

It was no accidental encounter: in Glasgow, anyone who wants to find me can. Officially, I had rented a one-room office in Gordon Street, but my main regular consulting hours – between seven thirty and nine in the evening – took place at the Horsehead Bar. And that was where Frankie McGahern found me. My first impression of Frankie was of a Savile Row suit hung on the wrong hanger. Despite the expensive tailoring and the chunks of gold jewellery, he had the typical Glasgow look: small, dark, with bad skin and weighed down by the chips on each shoulder.

‘You Lennox?’ Frankie posed the question as if it were an invitation to a fight.

‘I’m Lennox.’

‘My name’s Frankie McGahern. I want to talk to you.’

‘I’m always amenable to conversation,’ I said, with my usual disarming smile. In a city where most of the punters you come up against have anything from a razor to a .45 stashed in a handy pocket, it pays to make your smiles disarming.

‘Not here.’

‘Why not?’

‘Don’t fuck me about. You know why.’

And I did. More than a few of the bar grazers were working too hard at looking as if they weren’t straining the blue-grey cigarette haze for every word exchanged. Many were probably not seeing Frankie, but the ghost of Tam McGahern. The McGaherns were the hottest gossip. Frankie approaching me made me part of that gossip. Which I didn’t like. It was, in fact, a surprisingly clumsy and visible thing for Frankie to have done. The joke was that after Tam’s shooting, Frankie now answered every knock at the door with: Who goes there, friend or enema?

‘Where then?’

He handed me a printed business card with the address of a garage in Rutherglen.

‘Meet me at the garage tomorrow night at nine thirty.’

‘What’s this about?’

‘I’ve got a job for you. Your kind of job. Finding out things.’

‘There are some things I avoid finding out,’ I said. ‘What I think you want me to find out is one of them.’

The small shoulders squared inside the Savile Row. The pockmarked skin on his face went tight, like a cat pulling its ears back before leaping on a mouse. Except I was a big mouse. He leaned forward.

‘You can decide whether you turn up or not. But if you don’t come looking for me, I’ll come looking for you. Capiche?’

There’s something about Italian or any other Latin language spoken with a Scottish accent that I find hilarious. Frankie picked up on my twitch of a smile and he took another step closer to me and to violence.

‘Then we have a problem, friend,’ I said, turning from the bar to face him square. It was usually at this point that Audie Murphy or Jack Palance reached for their holsters. If there had been a honky-tonk piano in the corner, it would have stopped playing. As it was, our little dance had muted the talk around us. McGahern’s small eyes seemed to become even smaller. Rat small. Hard and bright with hate. He suddenly seemed to sense we had an audience and looked less sure of himself.

‘We’re not finished with this, Lennox.’

‘Oh, I think we are.’

‘My money’s as good as any of the Three fucking Kings’ . . . as good as anyone’s. You’ll do this job for me. I’m not asking you. I’m telling. Be there tomorrow night.’ He turned abruptly and walked out.

I ordered another whisky and weakened it with water from the brass tap on the counter. I realized I still had McGahern’s card in my hand and slipped it into my jacket pocket. Big Bob the barman leaned Popeye forearms swirled with blue-grey tattoos on the bar.

‘Yon’s a bad wee gobshite.’ He nodded in the direction of McGahern’s wake through the smoke-thick air. ‘You would maybe have been better doing whatever it was he wanted you to do. Less trouble.’

I laughed. ‘He wants me to find out who snuffed his brother. Walking that line would bring me more trouble than he’s capable of bringing. All of Glasgow knows that Frankie’s nothing without Tam. And I’m not interested in messing with gangland’s process of natural selection.’

Big Bob shrugged. ‘Just watch your back, Lennox. McGahern’s a treacherous wee rat.’

*

Things tended to get a bit crazy at chucking-out time. Scotland’s Presbyterian licensing laws encouraged a culture of against-the-clock drinking. Not that Glaswegians needed much encouraging. And when men who have drunk too much too quickly are thrust out into the night air full of murderous cheer, it’s like an explosive chemical reaction. So, after another couple of whiskies, I hit the street about nine thirty to get home before the raging began.

Glasgow was inky sleek with rain that had stopped falling. The Second City of the Empire was a black city, its impressive buildings made shadows with the dark grime of its toiling; there were children here who thought that the natural colour of stone was black. The rain, which was heavy and frequent, never washed the city but oil-rag smeared it.

I saw the black Humber parked across the street and a couple of hundred yards back. Oh, Frankie, I thought, why do we have to dance? I made as if I hadn’t noticed the Humber and started to walk towards my Austin Atlantic. When I reached it, I looked across again. The Humber hadn’t moved.

There are some things you learn in war that stick with you. Being aware that an attack doesn’t always come from the direction you expect is one. Frankie, who unlike his brother hadn’t served in the war, made the mistake of taking a step to the side to improve the angle of his assault while still in the shadow of the doorway behind me. He was as predictable as he was clumsy and I recognized the bright arcing flash in the streetlight as a razor. You don’t fuck about when someone comes at you with a razor, so I spun round and kicked him in the centre of his chest. Hard. I heard the air pulse out of him and swung the leather sap I always carried in my jacket pocket. It caught him on the side of the head. I swung the sap again and deadened his wrist and the razor dropped with a clatter.

I knew it was already over, but I was pissed at Frankie for not letting it go when I told him I wasn’t interested. I pocketed my sap, grabbed a handful of Brylcreem-slick hair, and snap-punched him hard and square in the face. Three times, rapid succession. The punches hurt my hand, but I felt the cartilage of his nose crack with the impact of the second blow and his expensive shirt turned black-red in the streetlight. I punched him again, this time on the mouth to split his lips. I was done. I pushed him against the wall, wiped my hands on his Savile Row, and let him slide down the wall and into unconsciousness.

‘Do we have a problem here, gentlemen?’

I turned to see that the black Humber had drawn alongside. The passenger was a huge, thick-set man in his fifties, dressed in a grey suit and with a wide-brimmed hat tight over bristle-cropped white hair. McNab.

‘No problem at all, Superintendent.’ I took a deep breath and smiled charmingly. Not charmingly enough to stop McNab and his uniformed driver getting out of the unmarked Humber. McNab looked down from an altitude of six-and-a-half feet at Frankie’s crumpled figure.

‘Well, well. The brother of the recently deceased Mr McGahern. Now what, Lennox, could you possibly have to do with a wee piece of shite like this?’

‘You know him? I’m afraid I don’t . . . I was just passing and I noticed he needed some assistance. Think he’s had a dram or two too many . . . must’ve fallen over.’

‘Funny that . . . he seems to have broken the fall with his nose.’ McNab leaned down and turned Frankie’s face to the light. His nose had an ugly break in it, right enough. And a welt of black-red blood creased his swollen lip. But, there again, Frankie had been no matinee idol beforehand.

‘It happens, Superintendent. I’m sure in your career in the City of Glasgow Police you’ve encountered many such unfortunate accidents in the cell block.’

McNab took a step towards me and eclipsed Glasgow. He was silent for a couple of seconds, obviously a practised intimidation technique. I tried not to show how good he was at it. Thankfully, his attention was drawn back to Frankie, who started to make groaning and gurgling noises. The uniformed constable hauled him upright.

‘What happened, McGahern? You want to make a complaint?’

Frankie looked at me with a dull, unfocused hate, then shook his head.

‘On your way, Lennox,’ said McNab. ‘But make sure you stay easy to find.’

‘It’s good to know that an officer of your experience and rank is patrolling Glasgow’s streets, Superintendent.’

McNab glowered.

‘Goodnight, Mr McNab.’

I got back to my flat about ten thirty, poured myself a Canadian Club and watched the trams, the odd car and the throngs of pedestrians on Great Western Road. I was not happy. I’d given Frankie McGahern more of a slap than I should have: maybe he wasn’t the gangster his brother Tam had been, but he was connected enough and dangerous enough for me to have to worry.

But there was something else that was getting to me. Detective Superintendent Willie McNab. Twenty-five years’ service with the City of Glasgow Police, two sons in the force, prominent figure in the Masonic and Orange Orders. And a complete bastard of the first water. McNab had started his police career as one of Sillitoe’s Cossacks, the mounted gang-busters created in the nineteen thirties by the then City of Glasgow Chief Constable, Percy Sillitoe. Sillitoe was now, rumour had it, the head of MI5. In the post-war world of suspicion and mistrust, Sillitoe had become a persecutor of communists and foreigners instead of Glasgow razormen. But back in the late thirties, Sillitoe’s Cossacks had been as notoriously violent as the razor gangs they had fought.

So Willie McNab had begun his career fracturing the skulls of members of the Bridgeton Billyboys, the Norman Conks and the Gorbals Beehive Gang. Since then he had worked his way up to second-in-command of Glasgow’s detective force.

He wasn’t someone you routinely encountered patrolling the streets of Glasgow.

McNab had been there for a reason and the only reason I could think of was Frankie McGahern. Shit. The one thing I had spent the evening trying to avoid was getting involved in whatever gangland squabble was behind Tam McGahern’s death. Now I had been caught smacking his twin brother around.

I drank two more whiskies and lay on my bed smoking with the lights out and the curtains open, watching the shapes cut on the ceiling by the streetlamps and passing car headlights. I felt bad about the hiding I’d given McGahern. Not bad for him. Bad for me. And not because of the trouble it could bring. I felt bad because I had enjoyed it. Because that was who I had become.

Post-war me.

To start with I thought it had been a thunderstorm that had woken me up. I switched on the bedside lamp, checked my watch and saw that it was just before three a.m., and recognized the thunder as the flat-fisted thudding of a copper’s knock. I started to cough the rheumy cough that always came when I awoke, grumbled something obscene and unlocked the door. I didn’t get a chance to count how many of them were outside on the landing before the fist that had been knocking on the door knocked on my face, sending me crashing back into my flat and onto the floor.

The City of Glasgow Police has a history of recruiting from the Highlands. Highlanders tend to be tall and hefty, towering above the average Glaswegian, although their impressive physical stature tends not to extend to their intellects. Ideal qualifications for a copper. Highlanders also have a pleasant, lilting accent, and the red-haired bear who hauled me to my feet seemed to serenade me with foul oaths. Another copper twisted my hands behind my back and snapped shut the bars of a set of handcuffs. I felt sick from sudden wakefulness and the taste of blood in my mouth. The large frame of McNab filled my doorway.

‘What the fuck is this all about, McNab?’

McNab nodded to a plainclothesman, who swung an eight-inch sap at my head and my sudden wakefulness ceased to be a problem.


CHAPTER TWO

The large police cell I came to in had the regulation smell of disinfectant, musty blankets and stale piss. I found myself sitting on a chair, my hands still cuffed behind me. I was dressed in just my vest and trousers and either I had been caught in a sudden downpour on the way to the station or someone had thrown water over me to wake me up.

McNab sat on the tiled bunk of the cell. There was a younger, mean-looking cop standing beside me with an empty bucket. His big farm-boy face was ruddy from too much of his childhood spent in a Hebridean field looking into the wind. He was jacketless, had his sleeves rolled up and his collar loosened. As if anticipating some hard physical work. I resigned myself to a tough beating.

‘Exactly what is it I’m supposed to confess to?’ I asked McNab, but watched the other cop as he wrapped a soaked piece of cloth around the knuckles of his right hand.

‘Don’t play funny buggers with me, Lennox. You know why you’re here.’ He punctuated his statement with a nod at the younger cop and a fist slammed into the nape of my neck. There’s an art to beating a confession out of a suspect. The neck blow is an old favourite: it causes intense pain in the head, and for weeks after you’re reminded of it every time you turn your head, but it doesn’t leave a bruise that’s visible to a judge or jury. The wet rag around the fist further inhibits bruising. Mainly to the hands of the hard-working and underpaid public servant administering the beating. McNab said something, then waited till I shook the bells out of my ears before repeating it.

‘Why did you kill Frankie McGahern?’

I stared at McNab in confusion. ‘What are you talking about? He wasn’t dead. You were there. You spoke to him after he came round.’

Another nod. More lightning in my skull. Bells in my ears.

‘But then you came back later to finish the job. I’m surprised at you, Lennox. No finesse. You really did turn him into mince. We had a probationer puking all over the place. What did you use, Lennox? Just the tyre iron?’

I looked at McNab for a moment. He kept me fixed with small, grey eyes set in a too-broad face. I couldn’t tell whether he really believed that I had killed McGahern or not, but the beating I was getting suggested he thought I knew more than I was telling. Which was a problem, because I hadn’t a clue what he was talking about. I told him so in fluent Anglo-Saxon and got it in the neck. Again. The pain made me feel sick and I fought back the urge to retch.

‘Your neck sore, Lennox?’ McNab stood up and took a position that suggested I was in for a game of doubles. I looked down at his feet. Brown brogues, polished. Heavy tweed trouser cuffs pressed knife-sharp. ‘Well your neck won’t bother you after they break it dropping you through the hatch at Barlinnie. That’s two murders we’re looking at you for. A matching McGahern pair.’

‘I didn’t know Tam McGahern at all, and I didn’t know Frankie until he introduced himself to me in the Horsehead Bar last night.’

‘What did he want?’

‘He didn’t say. Mainly because I didn’t let him say. But he did tell me it was my kind of job. Finding things out. I reckoned he wanted me to look into his brother’s death.’

‘That’s your kind of job is it, Lennox? Solving murders? I was under the impression it was ours.’

‘Some people can’t come to you. Frankie McGahern, for example. But whatever he wanted me to find out, I told him to take a long walk off a short pier. That’s why he was waiting for me outside. Hurt pride. What I can’t work out is what you were doing there. You must have been watching him.’

‘I don’t answer to the likes of you, Lennox. All that’s important is for you to tell us why you went back to McGahern’s place and finished the job you started.’

‘I don’t even know where McGahern’s place is.’

‘Oh no?’ McNab reached into some tweed and produced the card Frankie had given me. And I had forgotten about. ‘We found this at your place. In your jacket.’

‘I had Frankie’s card because he gave it to me in the Horsehead Bar. Ask Big Bob, the barman. Anyway, it doesn’t have his address on it. Just some garage—’

‘That’s where we found McGahern. In the repair shop of his garage. His head pulped with a tyre iron.’

‘You got the weapon? There must be prints.’

‘No prints. You wore gloves.’

I gave a sigh. ‘We both know you don’t think I did it. And I know I didn’t. What’s this all about?’

‘Don’t tell me what I think.’ McNab grabbed a handful of my hair and snapped my head back. The sudden jerk sent another pulse of pain through my neck. He pushed his big moon-face into mine and bathed me in stale Player’s and Bell’s breath. ‘Why don’t you tell me what it was all about, Lennox? Frankie work out that it was you who killed his brother? Or is it about the money?’

I said nothing. McNab let go of my hair and I waited for the next blow. It didn’t come. McNab sat back down on the bunk and indicated the cell door with a nod of his head. The shirt-sleeved copper unwrapped his fist and left.

‘Tea break?’ I asked with a smile.

The heavy took a step back into the cell but slunk out when McNab shook his head. After he was gone, McNab unlocked my handcuffs. He took a packet of Player’s out and lit up, sitting back down on the bunk. We were getting pally.

‘I don’t like you, Lennox,’ he said without malice, as if commenting on the current weather. Maybe we weren’t getting pally. ‘I don’t like anything about you. The people you know. The way you stick your nose where it’s not wanted. I don’t even like the Yank way you talk.’ He picked up the buff file that had been sitting next to him on the bunk. ‘I’ve been looking into your background. Nothing fits with you. A Canadian. An exofficer. Rich parents. Fancy private school. And then you turn up here. Why should someone like you want to live here and mix with the kind of people you do?’

‘I was born here. But brought up in Canada. My father was from Glasgow.’ I was out of wisecracks. I had a past that was best left buried and I didn’t like McNab rooting about in it.

The truth was that I’d been demobilized in the United Kingdom and handed a ship ticket to Halifax, Nova Scotia. But coming out of the war was kind of like coming out of prison and, as I stood blinking in the cold daylight, Glasgow was waiting for me, like a dark and brooding thug hanging on a street corner. And here I was, eight years later, in the Second City of the British Empire. Glasgow suited me: it offered a dense, dark comfort. The kind of city where you could hide in the crowds. Even from yourself.

‘There was a bit of trouble, as far as I can see,’ said McNab, thumbing through the file. ‘You came a ball-hair away from being court-martialled.’

‘I was honourably discharged.’ My mouth was dry and I felt sick. My neck and head throbbed. McNab was riling me and I wanted to smack his big, round, stupid face. But, of course, I couldn’t.

‘Only because they couldn’t nail anything on you. It’s funny . . . the army were reluctant to hand over any information on you, but when the Military Police found out that I was going to be able to nail you with something, they became very cooperative. The redcaps don’t like you much, do they, Lennox?’

‘What can I say? You can’t be popular with everyone.’

‘Something to do with the black market in the British Zone in Germany. Selling army medical supplies to civilians. Quinine to prostitutes for abortions, penicillin for syphilis and gonorrhoea. Nice business.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘Aye,’ continued McNab, ‘a nice business indeed. But the rumour is that you fell out with your German partner – who ended up floating face down in Hamburg harbour.’

‘That had nothing to do with me.’

‘Just like Frankie McGahern’s death has got nothing to do with you.’

‘Just like.’

‘And you say you never met Tam McGahern? Not even in the army during the war?’

I frowned. My confusion was genuine. ‘Different armies. Different wars, for that matter. I heard that Tam McGahern was a Desert Rat.’

There was a pause. McNab and I stared at each other. For such a big man, he was fastidiously neat. Crisp white shirt beneath the brown tweed, burgundy tie perfectly knotted. I was unshaven, sitting in a wet vest, trousers and no shoes. McNab’s neatness was a psychological weapon and the only way I could counter it was to focus on the angry red line where his perfect collar had rubbed the skin on his neck. There was such a thing as too much starch.

‘You asked me about money. What did you mean?’ I asked.

‘I ask the questions, Lennox. You answer them,’ he replied without anger. I laughed at the movie line cliché and managed to restore McNab’s anger. ‘Okay, smart-arse, the money that went missing when Tam McGahern was murdered. Several thousand if the rumours are to be believed.’

McNab dropped the butt of his cigarette onto the floor and crushed it under the toe of his brogue, twisting it into the concrete in a ‘tea break’s over’ kind of way. ‘Now I’m going to have to ask Fraser to join us again,’ he said, almost apologetically, which disturbed me more. ‘You’re not telling me everything. There’s more to this than you hurting Frankie McGahern’s pride. He came at you with a razor. And personally, not one of his boys. Frankie may not have been half the man his brother was, but he was still in charge of a sizeable team. For him to want to deal with you personally tells me that you two had something more going on. What you’re telling me doesn’t make sense.’

I could see his point. I had expected trouble with Frankie McGahern. But it had turned uglier than I had expected, quicker than I had expected. There again, in Glasgow, things turned ugly all the time, fast and for no good reason. McNab waited a moment for me to answer. When I didn’t he made his way to the cell door to summon back the fine farmer’s lad with the sore knuckles.

‘Wait . . .’ I said, not really knowing what to say next. ‘I’m giving you all that I’ve got. It doesn’t make sense to me either, but I’m telling you the truth. I didn’t have anything to do with either of the McGaherns before Frankie came up to me in the bar last night.’

‘I find that difficult to believe, considering the circles you move in, Lennox.’

‘I don’t move in any “circles”, Superintendent. My work means that I have contact with some characters – including some coppers, I have to say – that other people would cross the street to avoid. But Frankie McGahern was not one of my contacts. Nor was his brother.’

Another pause. McNab didn’t call in his thug. But he didn’t sit back down again either.

‘Anything more I tell you,’ I continued, ‘is just going to be invented to avoid a beating.’

Another copper appeared in the cell passage. I recognized him. I tried to suppress any expression of relief, but at that moment I felt like the last survivor of the wagon train when he hears the bugle call of approaching cavalry.

‘What is it, Inspector?’ McNab made it clear he was annoyed by the interruption. The detective in the hall looked pointedly at me, at my wet vest and naked feet, before answering.

‘I’ve spoken with Mr Lennox’s landlady, sir. She confirms that he arrived home about ten fifteen and didn’t leave again until we came and arrested him.’

The collar-roughened skin on McNab’s neck reddened more. There’s nothing more infuriating than being told what you knew all along but had conveniently and indefinitely filed in pending.

‘As far as she can tell . . .’ said McNab. ‘She would have been asleep.’

‘She says there’s no way he could have left the building without her hearing. Says she’s prepared to stand up in court and say so.’

McNab’s collarline blemish was subsumed into the general angry red that bloomed across his thick neck. He glowered at the younger detective for a moment before turning to me and telling me I could go.

Jock Ferguson was waiting for me in the reception area of the station. McNab’s reluctant release of me hadn’t extended to a ride home, and I was relieved when Ferguson handed me a shirt, my suit jacket and some shoes.

‘No socks?’ I asked and Ferguson shrugged.

Jock Ferguson was the more-of-a-contact-than-acquaintance-than-friend who had first told me about Tam McGahern’s demise. He was one of the cops that I had dealt with over the last five years. He was about my age, thirty-five, but looked older, as did many men who had passed from adolescence straight into middle age during the war. Maybe that was how I looked to other people. Ferguson was smarter than the average copper and knew it. Coppers generally like things to be simple and straightforward, and Jock Ferguson was neither. I got the feeling that he had always been something of an outsider in the force. The brains would have done that all right. I also recognized him as someone who was haunted by the person he had once been. Maybe that was why he bothered with me. I couldn’t work it out otherwise.

‘Thanks for that,’ I said. ‘That was all getting a little too cosy.’

Ferguson didn’t answer me and I saw that we had the full cheerless attention of the Station-Sergeant who was leaning his stripes on the counter. Ferguson led me out of the station and into the street.

‘I’ll give you a lift home,’ he said. Glasgow was grey-black in a sulky dawn and I felt its chill breath around my naked ankles. ‘Wait here and I’ll bring the car around.’

‘What’s going on with the McGahern thing?’ I asked as we drove in Ferguson’s Morris through the city. ‘McNab was digging for something. And he was pissed off that he was digging in the wrong spot.’

Ferguson offered me a cigarette. I shook my head and he lit his own. ‘You know this city,’ he said. ‘Two, maybe three million people crammed into it and it’s still a village. Everyone knows who’s who, who does what . . . and who to. But the McGahern killing . . .’ Ferguson corrected himself, ‘the McGahern killings have shaken everyone up. No one knows who did them or why. McNab’s been under pressure to get it cleared up. Big pressure, from above. And the problem with pressure from above is that it tends to continue downwards.’

‘I know,’ I said, ‘right onto the back of my neck.’

‘But McNab hasn’t a clue. That’s why he’s clutching at straws. It’s just that you were unlucky enough to be one of those straws.’

‘You any ideas?’ We were the only car on the streets and we passed a horse and cart laden with coal, and a stream of flat-caps cycling into their early shift. I turned my head a little and was reminded with a jolt of pain of my encounter with McNab’s ruddy-cheeked farmhand.

‘Me?’ Ferguson snorted. ‘No. My ignorance is truly blissful. I’m trying to stay out of this one. Just like you. More trouble than it’s worth.’

We didn’t say much more until Ferguson pulled up outside my digs. As I got out he leaned across the passenger seat.

‘Lennox . . . I’d lie low for a while if I were you. If you’ve got any ideas about sticking your nose in, forget them.’

I watched Ferguson’s Morris head along Great Western Road. I trusted him as much as I could any copper. So why was it that something nagged at me? And why did I feel that he had just delivered the punchline for McNab?

*

My digs were in the upstairs of a reasonably substantial Victorian villa on Great Western Road. I shared the main door with my landlady, Fiona White, who lived with her kids downstairs and it would have been she who had admitted the police in the wee small hours.

She was waiting for me when I opened the front door. ‘You look like you could do with a cup of tea,’ she said, unsmiling.

I followed her into the kitchen of her flat. She stood leaning against the kitchen counter, her arms crossed.

‘You look rough,’ she said without solicitude. ‘Mr Lennox, I can’t have the police knocking on my door at all hours of the night.’

‘You want me to leave, Mrs White?’

‘I didn’t say that. But this is a decent neighbourhood. I’ve already had a stream of neighbours at my door asking what was wrong. They’ve already got you down as an axe-murderer.’

‘How do you know I’m not?’

‘Presumably they wouldn’t have let you go.’ She lit a cigarette for herself and threw the packet onto the kitchen table. ‘Help yourself. I’ve got my children to think about, Mr Lennox. This is not the kind of thing I want them exposed to.’

‘I was a witness, Mrs White. Not a suspect.’

‘I wasn’t aware that the police dragged witnesses semiconscious from their homes in the middle of the night.’

‘It took them a while to work out that I was a witness.’ I sipped my tea. It was sweet and hot and eased the throbbing in my head. I wasn’t in the mood for the third degree from my landlady too.

A baker’s van sounded its horn out on the street and she excused herself in a ‘we haven’t finished’ way, grabbed her purse and trotted out. I watched her go. She was slim, maybe a little too slim. She was an attractive woman, with Kate Hepburn cheeks and eyes and would have been prettier had it not been for the perpetual wraith of sad tiredness that haunted her face. Fiona White would have been no more than thirty-five or -six, but looked older.

I had grown attached to the sad little White family, who had acknowledged that father and husband lay at the bottom of the Atlantic, yet still seemed to be waiting for his return from a war long-ended. I drank my tea.

‘So . . . would you rather that I left?’ I asked again when she returned.

‘I don’t want this kind of thing to happen again. That’s all I’m saying for now, Mr Lennox. If it does, then I think you should look elsewhere for somewhere to stay.’

‘Fair enough.’ I drained my cup and stood up. ‘It won’t, Mrs White. By the way, thanks for telling the police I was here last night. That saved me a lot of . . . awkwardness, you could say.’

‘I only told them the truth.’

The police had been busy in my digs and it took me a half-hour of housekeeping to get things back into order. My flat was really the two upstairs bedrooms and a bathroom of the original house layout. They were good-sized rooms and had big sash windows that let in a lot of light and a view along Great Western Road. The biggest of the bedrooms had been converted into a living room-cum-kitchen. Mrs White was fair with rent, but it was still pricey.

The first thing I checked was the copy of H.G. Wells’s The Shape of Things to Come I had jammed in the middle of my bookshelves. I opened it and made sure that the hollowed-out section was still full of large, white, crisp Bank of England five-pound notes. It was. My Niebelungsgold from Germany, to which I’d been able to add during my time in Glasgow. I had a lot of books and it had seemed a pretty safe hiding place: policemen tend not to be the most literary bunch. The next thing was to check that the floor beneath the bed hadn’t been disturbed. I lifted up the section that I had cut out and reached in underneath the floorboards. My hand cupped the heavy, hard object wrapped in oilcloth.

Still there. If I needed it.
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