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Preface

‘Put your arm back through.’

‘No, darlin’, no. I got to breathe.’

Thin-haired arm, persistent in its defiance.

‘You have to do what I say.’ You have to obey me.

‘I don’ want it shut, man.’

You draw out your stick, bang it hard against the door. ‘I’m in charge. Put your arm back through.’

‘But baby, I got to breathe.’

And it won’t go back, this wizened spider limb that can’t reach you. So you hit it and you hit it to protect yourself.


1 Drag

It was the right kind of day for it. Skies blown inside out, a brisk shower wiping the morning clean. It was going to be a fine day.

Bring it on. Anna could see her teeth, bared and shining in her shoes that were skirting puddles. She was pleased with the gloss – so chuffed, she never saw it coming: the sharp parping of a comedy hooter that forced her back on the kerb. A man, near prone in a Sinclair C5, shook his head as he glided past.

She waited until he slid round the corner, then crossed and shoved the plate-glass door. Instantly, that familiar kick of Dettol, shoe polish and pee, slicking the back of her throat. She didn’t know the code for the inner door, so stood like a chooky, hands full of kit. Cops were buzzing through the glass partition. The Controller sat hunched at her console, droning for a station to attend a shoplifting, the Duty Officer chewing a sandwich over her shoulder, dropping crumbs on the screen. Radio 2 tinkled quietly, and there were no Old Firm games that weekend to mess up the cells. A picture of the perfect backshift.

An ancient sergeant turned his head in Anna’s direction as he stretched to answer the phone. ‘Stewart Street. Naw. Try a plumber. Aye, you and all.’ He looked like a coconut ice, spider-veined face frilled by white hair. The hair tufted over his collar, dandruff reaching his crumpled trousers. He raised one eyebrow at her. ‘Aye?’

‘Hi,’ Anna called over. ‘I’m Sergeant Cameron. I’m starting in the Flexi Unit today?’

He lumbered to the public counter and slid the glass a little wider. ‘The what?’

‘Flexible Policing Unit. Mix of plain clothes and uniform?’

No reaction.

‘It’s your division’s initiative – street offences, disorder and that? You must have heard of it.’

This time he picked his ear.

‘I’ve come from headquarters.’

‘Is that right?’ The buzzer clicked. ‘Away through the foyer and take the lift up tae one. Someone’ll show you.’ He stooped to take a file from a shelf.

‘What was that?’ asked Anna.

The man kept his head down, white flakes dropping as his stubby hand stroked the grey.

‘You say something?’ she asked.

‘Naw.’

‘Could’ve sworn I heard you say “split-arse”?’

Viscous eyes looked up at her, a slight flush on the hollows below. ‘What’s that supposed tae mean?’

‘You tell me.’

‘Naw, your hearing must be away tae buggery, hen.’

‘Just like your good looks, you mean?’

‘First floor, like I said. Then turn left.’ His eyes slumped back to his paperwork.

When she got punted to Community Safety, a few years into her service, Anna used to do safety talks for women – button up, hide your jewellery, always hold hands with a grown-up. As time passed, she deviated more from the script. Don’t be a victim, she’d tell them. Some guy eyeing you in an empty train carriage? You’re at that point when you know you can feel his stare? Then he smiles, enjoying your discomfort – and you wonder if it would be ‘rude’ to move? Bugger that, she’d say, enjoying her audience’s surprise. Belch. Fart. Pick your nose. Anything unexpected. Throws them off balance, buys you some time.

So, why tell folk some tosser groping their bum’s an indecent assault, if they met an old git like that when they came to report it? Mind, it was better than getting a bloody civvy. Good morning, welcome to Police Inc. plc. How can I help you? Oh, you’d like to see a police officer. I’m sorry, have you made an appointment?

The lift creaked, yawned. Anna turned through a set of swing doors, and on to her new home. In a brightly lit office, a six-foot penguin was packing stickers in a poly bag. The door opposite was open, and Anna could hear voices.

‘No joking. Ended up in the bogs together. Pissed as a fart. He was saying to Jamie, “Help me save my career. She’s wild.”’

‘And what did Jamie say?’

‘What did Jamie say?’ asked Anna, pushing the door. Three heads swivelled. She dumped her gear on a nearby desk, and scanned the room, searching for a friendly face. One smiled back – a handsome young boy with a jet-black crew-cut.

‘Hi.’ She held out her hand. ‘I’m Anna Cameron, your new sergeant. Pleased to meet you.’

The boy’s grin curved deeper. ‘All right, Sergeant? I’m Alex Patterson. This is Jenny Heath and Derek Waugh.’

Alex motioned to a guy in his early forties, tan bomber jacket and rumped hair screaming ‘polis in plainers’.

Derek shook her hand, grinned. ‘Welcome to rent-a-mob.’

The girl, Jenny, hung back, blonde hair swinging round her pointed face. Made up with a trowel, thought Anna, as they smiled their hellos.

‘So, now you know who’s who,’ said Derek.

Anna leaned on the desk behind her, checking with her fingers before she rested her weight against it. ‘Well, folks. Good to meet you. I’m not going to make some big speech just now. I’d rather have a chat with each of you before I set out any action plans.’

‘Fair enough.’ Derek seemed to be the senior man on the squad. ‘Fancy a quick shuftie round the now, or will I give you the lowdown on what’s what?’

He was a sturdy brown barrel of a man: ruddy, pock-marked cheeks, brown wiry hair, brown moustache, brown jacket stretched round his stocky frame – and everything with a sweaty, slightly slimy sheen. Like a wee turd on legs. Anna liked him straight off.

‘Well, I’ve to see the boss in half an hour, Derek, so I wouldn’t mind a wee look round first – and get rid of this stuff too.’ She nodded at her assorted bags.

‘Your office is through-by, gaffer. Come and I’ll show you, then you can get the guided tour.’

They carried her kit to her new cubby-hole, then Derek took her back downstairs. The uniform bar, she’d already encountered. Star Trek modern, with four computer consoles and a special big seat for the inspector who was Duty Officer – conversely called the OD. In all her service, she’d never worked out why. The OD issued her with a locker key. He ran a tight ship, he said, folding his Glasgow Herald. Reminded her that CCTV had been installed at the back bar. But not in the yard where the vehicles came in. The back bar, where you charged, searched and locked up your neds. It was good to see one again – she’d been in headquarters too long, shuffling paper when she should have been hoovering shite.

‘This is us, gaffer,’ said Derek, stopping outside a plywood door. ‘Mr Rankin’s office.’ He knocked twice.

‘Come in.’

‘Ah, sir, this is Sergeant Cameron.’

The super shoved something in a drawer. ‘The new girl, eh? Well, in you come, dear. I won’t bite.’

It was the man with the Sinclair C5. Bushy black brows and hair too long on his collar. Anna shut the door on Derek, held out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, sir.’

‘Sit down then. Smoke?’

‘Eh, no, I don’t.’

The super lit a cigar. On the wall behind him was a series of maps studded with blue and red pins, some framed diplomas and a signed photo of him grinning, one arm round Seve Ballesteros.

‘Anna, isn’t it? I’m Mr Rankin. I’ll be brief, dear. As you know, you weren’t the first choice for the job. Granted, we need some females to deal with the hoors, but it’s your service, dear, your service. I’m concerned about your background. You’ve not got much operational experience, have you?’

Quality, not quantity. Would he smile if she said it? Unlikely. When she and Community Safety parted company, Anna had applied for the Support Unit. Two years later, she was an Authorised Firearms Officer; had searched, sealed and escorted scores of VIPs, bagged up body parts from various explosions, and written a dissertation on ‘The Role of Multi-disciplinary Units in Modern Policing’ (though she wished she’d stuck with the ‘Multi-layered Cop-Shops’ title). It had got her some of the highest marks ever recorded in a Master’s, hence the promotion to Policy Support. It was also, presumably, the reason they’d sent her here.

Rankin’s wet lips puffed blue rings. She talked a good game, that’s what he was thinking. Anna could read it in his damp sneer. That was the way of the polis. You could have grafted on the street for years; soon as you got a cushy number writing reports at headquarters you were an office-wallah. The guys at the sharp end were quick to forget, and slow to forgive. And the slower they were at the sharp end, the more they disliked her.

She coughed. ‘Not in years, sir, no. But I have done considerable research into mixed-purpose units, which is what’s being trialled here. I’m sure my experience’ll help with your plans for the Flexi Unit.’

Just this side of humble. Oh, but the demon was nipping at her arse. She glanced towards the certificates. ‘I see you’ve won the Force Golf Tournament twice, sir. That must have taken a lot of commitment.’

‘Don’t piss me about, Sergeant Cameron.’ The smoke curled from Rankin’s nostrils, in the fashion of a B-movie baddie, she thought – but with a twist of Kenneth Williams in the flaring. ‘I’ll be watching your progress very closely. You’ll report directly to me. Your remit is everything I tell you. Plain clothes mostly, but uniform if required. Street offences, housebreakings, OLPs...’ He took another puff. ‘That’s Theft by Opening Lockfast Places, in case you don’t remember. Cars and stuff... hmm? Ring any bells?’

She kept her face blank. Blink twice for ‘Fuck off and die.’

‘I’ll leave it to you to prioritise, but I want weekly reports. And I want results.’ He flicked the cigar, smiled. ‘Old school, me.’

‘Me too, sir.’

‘Oh, one other thing. Don’t let your hoors run the show. The Drag is not a no-go area – understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Derek was waiting for her outside. ‘How’d you get on?’

‘Fine.’

‘What did you think of him?’

‘Seems all right.’

‘He’s shagging the cleaner.’ Derek smirked. ‘Aye, likes things squeaky-clean, does the Tank.’

She thought he’d said wank. ‘The what?’

‘Aye. Rank the Tank. Brand-new, he is. Pure hates neds, junkies, hoors. His idea, this scouring out the Drag, Sergeant.’

‘So – he doesn’t like folk paying hoors, but he’ll coup the cleaner?’

‘Aye, but – naw, Sergeant. It’s a pure meeting of minds with they two...’

‘Derek, I really don’t want to know. Anyway, call me Anna if we’re not on the street. Where does the Drag run from exactly?’

Derek shifted the gut above his belt, easing it into a more comfortable droop. ‘Basically from the saunas down the bottom, past where the bus station used to be, up to Blythswood Square. Used to be a pecking order depending on your position on the hill, but it’s all junkies now. The decent hoors tend to work earlier in the evening, or from rooms and phone box cards and that. Then of course you’ve your saunas. Lot of foreign lassies too now – from the Balkans and that. City of Culture, us. City of Shite more like.’ He laughed at his own joke. ‘Will we head down there after piece break, then?’

They went into the refreshment room for a cup of tea. Derek making it, Anna watching. Thinking she should help, thinking she should not. No canteen this, just a collection of rusty pots and a microwave with stalactite spatters. No way was she cooking in that. She asked him about the rest of the squad.

‘Two others: Davie Brown – annual leave the now – and Jumbo. James Worth. Great guy, so he is.’

Crack-shot cheek slap.

‘Jamie Worth?’ A bite across her memory. Licking tongues of leather, stubble at her neck, scratching, there, at the nape. She rubbed it, pretending she was yawning. Trying not to feel the kick in her gut. ‘Black hair? Used to work in the Gorbals?’

Derek nodded. ‘Aye, that’s him.’

‘Yeah, I joined with him actually.’

‘That right? Well, he’s off this weekend. It’s his wee one’s christening the morrow.’

‘He’s married?’ How did that come out? Anna looked in the fridge for milk, cooling cheeks, concealing confusion.

‘Aye, his wife used to be in the job too.’ Derek stirred the tea. ‘You might know her. Nice lassie – Catherine. Worked here a while, then ended up at London Road.’

Her hand held fast to the milk carton. Cool and pliant, sharp squares boxing liquid. If she squeezed it, it would burst. Burst like eggs, spilling life in puddles.

So he married her.

Catherine Forbes. They’d not been on the same course – she’d been the year behind Anna and Jamie. Tall girl, won some award at the college. All dimples and curly mad hair. Jamie said he’d never even kissed her, but she knew. That night, when she saw them in the car park – she wasn’t fucking stupid.

And so he married her. Babies too.

‘Aye, I think so. Vaguely. Jeez – what’s that stink in here?’

‘Och, that’ll be the eggs,’ said Derek. ‘Ronnie on Two Group’s aye bringing them in – lives near a farm. Tries to punt them. Here – gie’s them out and I’ll chuck them.’

Anna slid out the cardboard tray. ‘Much does he charge?’

Derek shrugged. ‘I’m no sure. But he only sells them in bulk, that’s the problem.’

‘No, that would be fine. A tray this size would be ideal.’

Derek squinted at her. ‘All that cholesterol’s not good for you, Sergeant.’

‘Och, I’m not going to eat them,’ she said, dropping the tray in the bin.

‘Ri-ight.’

She smiled, said nothing.

‘Eh – will we move on then?’ said Derek.

Tour over, they returned to the Flexi office. Jenny was perched on a desk, one hand on Alex’s shoulder. She eyeballed Anna, raised her coffee cup to her lips.

‘Jenny, could you show me where the female locker room is?’

‘Through the wardens’ room, follow the smell of hairspray. Canny miss it.’ She put down her cup, lit a fag.

So. Let the games begin. Jenny wore too much blusher as well. Anna never managed to get blusher right: too high on the cheekbones and you looked like a Red Indian, too low and you were a china doll.

‘Tell me, what are you guys working on at the moment?’

Jenny sucked smoke from mouth to nostrils. ‘You’re the sergeant. Your wish is our command.’

‘Jenny, you don’t seem very busy.’

Jenny burped, circled her fag in the ashtray.

‘Maybe you’d like to bring me up to speed on everything the unit’s been involved in? I mean, I assume from your outfit you’ve been dealing mostly with vice? Come and see me when you’ve finished your coffee, eh? And,’ Anna turned to Derek and Alex, ‘can I suggest you two take a wander down the town? Judging from the Sub Divisional Officer’s map there’s been a load of cars screwed in the multi-storeys. Check it out and get back here for five, right? Oh, and by the way, Jenny, this is a non-smoking office.’ Anna said it all in one breath; left before her lungs combusted. Her office was just next door – no more than a cupboard, with a partition wall – but it was somewhere she could close herself in. Not before she heard Jenny’s voice float down the corridor though.

‘Who rattled her cage? And what was that dig about vice for? Just cos she’s a face like a hen’s arse.’

Some sniggers.

‘Aye, and I like her style – she think we’ve all been sitting here with our fingers up our arses till she came along? I’m away to the bog. Her Majesty can bloody well wait.’

As Anna closed the door she saw Jenny exhale one last clouded breath into the corridor.

‘All sisters together.’ Derek’s voice came, muffled, through the wall. ‘C’mon then, gorgeous. Let’s hit the shops and you can try out your charm on the salesgirls. I’m wanting a polis discount at Slessingers, and you’re the boy to get it.’

‘Piss off.’ That must be Alex. ‘That’s an old man’s shop. We’ll hit the Italian Centre.’

‘That’s a bloody pedestrian precinct. Nae chance of getting a turn there.’

‘So, we’ll tell her we went on shoplifting patrol instead. She’ll not be here long anyway.’

Fucksake – did they not know she could hear them?

‘Och, she’s all right. Reckons she knows Jumbo – says they joined together.’

Anna moved closer to the wall.

‘Oh, that’ll piss him right off. Someone else he joined with getting promoted before him. And how do you mean knows exactly? In the biblical sense, like?’

‘Can you no get your mind above your dick? Right, move it. We’re going to Slessingers – via the multi-storey if you don’t mind, young man.’

Anna leaned her forehead against the partition. Why had she not checked the shift list? So keen to jump up and bite at the big carrot that she’d never even thought to see who she’d be working with.

‘Sergeant?’

Jenny’s fist was poised in mid-air at the open door. Anna had shut it – she knew she had.

‘Will I come back later?’

‘No, that’s fine.’ Anna straightened up. ‘Come in.’

‘I mean, you look a bit preoccupied. Can I get you a glass?’

‘Pardon?’

‘Of water, I mean.’

‘Just come in, Jenny. And shut the door, eh?’

The girl was all hair and nails. Hard nails. A hard wee ticket, and her hair too long. No need to wear such a tight T-shirt either. But it was her eyes that got Anna most: darting amber ferret eyes that would never miss a trick. Best just to go for it with this one. ‘Look, Jenny. I don’t want us to get off on the wrong foot, but’ve you got a problem taking instructions from me?’

‘How do you mean?’ Jenny crossed her legs and sat back, extending her toes.

‘I mean, because I’m new, because I’m female, because you don’t like my hair?’ Anna shrugged. ‘I don’t know, and I really don’t care. Bottom line is, Jenny, I’m your sergeant, I’ll be doing your appraisal and, yes, you’re right, I will decide where our resources are deployed. However, I’d appreciate a wee bit of cooperation from you guys. I don’t intend to come in here and tell you how to do your jobs. You’re a police officer, for God’s sake. I expect you to work with minimum direction. I presume you do actually make decisions when you’re on the street?’

‘With respect, Sergeant, I worked for five years on the street and three in the Female and Child Unit before coming here. I think getting chibbed with a crowbar and dealing with pre-school rape victims will have knocked a wee bit sense into me by now.’ Jenny moved forward in her seat. ‘Of course, I don’t have the experience of the Policy Unit in headquarters behind me, which I’m sure is much more vital for the job, Sergeant.’

Anna cleared her throat. Whatever she said now would just inflame this – she’d tried her best to be reasonable, given the girl a chance and that was what she got. On the street, they called it the attitude test: if someone’s polite, gives you your place, you let them off with a warning. Smart-arsed or argumentative, and they get the works. Jenny had failed the attitude test on both counts, and Anna hadn’t even hung her jacket up yet. ‘Constable Heath, take this as a wee bit of advice. I don’t like your attitude, and I don’t think it’ll get you very far. Maybe you should consider broadening your horizons. If you do nothing but deal with neds and whores, it starts to affect your judgement. Maybe you should start honing your people skills a bit.’

Anna stood, gestured to the door. Too dramatic? Too late. She let her arm wave about a bit, just to show she meant it. ‘Now just leave those files there. I’ll read them later. I see you’re down for report-writing this afternoon, so off you go and get on with it. Oh, and tomorrow I want you in uniform, so lose the warpaint, yeah?’

She waited till she heard the door shut, then sat back down. Unclenched her hands and opened the wad of reports and briefing entries before her. Her job was to lead, not be liked. Anna had to keep reminding herself. She thought of ringing Martin. But folk would wonder if she kept phoning the boss at Policy Support. Nothing was anonymous in the police. They could read your e-mails, check your calls, vet your partner, endorse where you lived. She couldn’t phone Martin at the house, and his wife had answered his mobile more than once. Empty unease filled her, drifting loosely when she wanted to be fixed. It felt like the day she joined all over again, or the first day of school.

Stuff it. Anna dialled Martin’s work number. She would hang up if... Not in. Of course; it was a Saturday. No one normal was in. She had to get used to these shifts again. Only tossers like Rankin would come to work on a Saturday if they didn’t have to.

Something – she should be doing something. Back through to the main office, where Jenny was dictating a case. Anna’s neck ached with the weight of the atmosphere. Picked a law manual from the bookshelf, walked back out, both women breathing a sigh of relief. Anna pressed her door fast against its frame, busied herself going through old cases until teatime. She hadn’t been sure what they did for food, so she’d brought two cheese sandwiches and an apple in a Tupperware box. Should she eat it in her room, or go through to the main office? Or the kitchen? Maybe someone would come and tell her?

It was past six. She picked up her pieces, went to the refreshment room. All her squad were there, had been a while, judging by the amount of curry they’d consumed.

‘Oh, hiya, Sarge.’ Derek’s mouth was full. ‘Grab a seat.’

Anna sat beside him, still clutching her Tupperware.

Derek waved a piece of naan over the tinfoil dishes. ‘Nobody tell you we get a Ruby on the backshift?’

‘No problem,’ said Anna. ‘I’m not very hungry anyway.’

‘Watching our weight, Sergeant?’ asked Jenny.

She was saved from making a pithy retort by Alex, thrusting some pakora on her. ‘Here, Sarge – paneer they call it. Some sort of cheese. S’magic.’

Anna dipped a piece in the day-glo sauce. ‘Guys,’ she said. ‘Please call me Anna. It’s only Sergeant if we’re in uniform – or,’ with a keek in Jenny’s direction, ‘if I’m giving you a bollocking.’

Even Jenny smiled. Kind of.

‘Bollocking? Not us, Anna.’ Derek laughed. ‘Best bloody unit in the whole division, so we are.’

‘So, how many car thieves did you lift this afternoon?’ It was only a question, one she had every right to ask.

Alex shifted the weight on his bum. ‘Em, none, actually. Took plenty of observations, but nae action.’

‘Funny, that.’ Anna clipped the plastic lid tight on the piece box. ‘Thought I heard a shout on the radio just before I came through here. OLPs in Cambridge Street car park?’

She waited for a reaction.

‘Maybe in future we’d be better splitting our piece breaks, so there’s always cover on the streets. What do you think, guys?’

‘Aye, sure, Sergeant,’ came the mumbles.

‘Okay, let’s finish up here, then, Derek, and you can show me the sights of the salubrious Drag. And you two’ – she nodded at Alex and Jenny – ‘can hit the car parks.’

Grey daylight was filtering to dusk when Anna and Derek left the office; the bitter scent of buttered yeast wafted from a brewery into the night-time air. Derek offered to take a car out, but Anna preferred to stretch her legs, breathe the place in a bit. Best way to get your bearings. They passed the high flats crowding the police station, then through a littered underpass, coming out on the other side of a busy dual carriageway. Stretching downhill before them was the city centre. Glasgow was not a pretty town, but it was gallus. It sprawled and lolled, taking up more than its fair share of the west of Scotland, like a fat woman on the bus. Ringed with post-war schemes, built over stately homes and green fields, the city was a sink with a grey rim. A livid motorway ripped through the douce Victorian tenements at its heart; shiny hotels and office blocks exclaimed skywards over empty factories and decaying docks. Continental bistros sat next to fern-clad, piss-stink closes; and nearly every boutique had its own Big Issue seller outside. Enough boutiques to make Glasgow the shopping capital of Scotland too.

The town was jumping. Glaswegians liked to party, and throngs of white-legged, white-shod girls joined hard men in T-shirts and shivers, prowling gridded streets enclosing square upon square of bodies and buses. Anna and Derek went west, away from the bars and restaurants and down towards the quieter streets, sixties office blocks, underground car parks. Bereft of weekday workers, this part of town had a desolate air. Very quickly, Anna became aware of shadows in doorways, the odd car cruising by. A lone man walking rapidly through, hands in pockets, head firmly down. You could smell it. Sex and fear and loathing. Two young girls outside a sauna, gulping nicotine like milk. Their faces gaunt in twilight, hair pulled angry-back from hard angles and dark kohl. The smaller one held what looked like a pile of banknotes, which she stuffed in her pocket as they approached. Streetlight caught her on the diagonal, striking off a little silver horseshoe pinned to her lapel, and shading her face in two. Clad in short Lycra and boots, the other, taller girl was obviously pregnant. She stared dully past Anna and Derek to somewhere else.

Derek went over, spoke to the pregnant one. ‘Howzitgaun, Angela?’

The woman turned, eyes dilated, in the direction of the noise. Took a few seconds to register that someone was speaking to her. ‘Oh, hullo, Mr Waugh,’ she slurred. ‘How you doing?’

‘No bad, no bad. Just showing my new gaffer round. Angela, this is Anna Cameron.’

Slowly, Angela refocused her gaze. ‘All right?’

‘Yes, how are... Aye, fine, no bother.’

Angela wasn’t fooled. ‘She aye look like she’s stood in shit, Mr Waugh?’

‘Don’t you believe it, hen,’ said Derek. ‘Pure ball-breaker this one. So, who’s this then?’ he asked, nodding at the younger female.

‘My wee sister Francine, so it is,’ she drawled. ‘Just breaking her in, like.’

‘And how old are you, Francine?’ Anna’s voice was soft.

The younger girl’s eyes widened, and she looked towards her sister.

‘Aw, c’mon tae fuck, Mr Waugh,’ protested Angela. ‘It’s no our turn the night.’

‘I only asked what age she was,’ said Anna.

Francine was defiant. ‘I’m eighteen, by the way.’

‘Of course you are,’ soothed Derek. ‘Well, we’ll be off, girls. Watch yourselves, eh?’

He took Anna by the arm, ushered her away. Actually led her, like a dog.

She shook him off round the corner. ‘Derek, what the hell do you think you’re doing? That girl’s never eighteen.’

‘Look, Sergeant, that Angela’s a good tout of mine – when she’s no away with the fairies. Sorry if I pissed you off, but it’s taken me months to get her to even speak to me. And believe me, she’s actually twenty-three, though she looks about twelve. I’m sure it runs in the family. Genetic, like.’

Anna could put him on paper for this, insubordination or something. Derek was starting to pant trying to keep up with her. A good cop learned the balance of charm and harm; always weighing up the options at her disposal. Anna, then, was not a good cop. Lash out first, before the bastards got you – that’s what she always did. But if she lost Derek, she lost them all. Maybe she had been too quick to fire in. No way she was apologising though.

‘Fine.’ The tiny word was painful. ‘I’ll take your word for it. But, Derek, don’t ever call me a ball-breaker again. Understand?’

‘Sorry, gaffer.’

‘Anyway, what did she mean about it not being her turn?’

Derek explained that because there were so many prostitutes working the area, they couldn’t jail them all. No room and not enough hours in the day. If the girl was a first-timer, she’d get a warning. If she did a repeat performance, it would be a caution in the police station. After that, she was a known prostitute, fair game. The worst the punter would get was being asked to be a witness to the offence – an offer that was invariably declined.

‘So,’ he continued, ‘we’ve a kind of rota system going in terms of who gets arrested when. Saves time and effort and means everyone knows where they stand.’

Anna slowed down. No way. Not while she was in charge. Break the law and wait your turn for a turn?

‘It also means the girls’ve a decent chance to earn the money to pay off their fines. Plus, we canny just jail them all – there’s no room for a start, and no enough of us. We’re talking nearly a thousand lassies down here, you know.’

She was still unconvinced. ‘Rankin said something about the Drag not being a no-go area though—’

‘Naw, he knows the score all right, gaffer. Fucksake – he’d go ballistic if we huckled two hundred a night into the station. Can you imagine!’ Derek shook his head. ‘Naw, he probably means in terms of laying down the law. The lassies are awful bad for keeping schtum about stuff. Like, a couple of the girls have been cut up recently, but we only get to hear about it on the grapevine.’

‘What grapevine’s that?’

‘Jenny mostly. She’s well in there with the lassies. Firm, but fair – they know where they stand with her.’

Probably swap make-up tips, thought Anna.

They wandered in silence for a while, up and down, across and over the square-set streets, knots of fragile women embroidering the corners. As they finished their circuit, Anna saw Francine clamber out of a car parked up an alley. The girl tottered back to her sister, still outside the sauna. Obviously, pervert trade for pregnant shags was slow. Angela took the proffered cigarette from Francine, straightened her wee sister’s collar. Francine grinning too bright, like she’d won a medal. Her sister took a sheaf of notes from the girl’s outstretched hand, stuffed them in her handbag as the car’s engine revved up, reverse lights on. A tartan baby seat jiggled in the back as the car chugged off.

There were few girls out so early in the evening, and even fewer punters. Once more round the block and they’d head back to the office – Derek’s guts were playing him up. ‘I’ll just away into these bogs first, Sarge. Touching cloth, you know? Bloody curry.’

Anna leaned against the wall, eyes skimming her new domain. Over the road a wee runt in purple shoes was tracing his hand down the cheek of a skinny blonde. The girl was leaning back, away from him, barely able to mask her disgust. You could see it in the widening of her eyes, in the way her tongue flicked her crusty lips. She would have been a pretty girl once – there was a china line peeking beneath the sickly circle she’d painted on her face. It ran out just at her chin, like a mask, the starkness of her throat quivering under wakening streetlamps. Toulouse-Lautrec would have had a ball here. As Anna watched the couple, another man rolled round the corner. A stunted shell-suit caricature, baseball cap clamped over Neanderthal brow. Anna could feel him sweep her, take in her fitted jeans and shiny hair.

‘Ho, doll. No seen you here before. Need someone to look after you?’

She ignored him.

‘Ho, bitch. I’m talking to you. I own this pitch, see. So you canny just waltz in and start working it without my say-so – understand?’

She folded her arms.

‘Don’t you fucking ignore me, ya cow.’

Anna turned her neck slightly, levelled her eyes with his. ‘Away and take a flying fuck to yourself.’

‘Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?’ The nasal hit screech-tone as the man lunged at her hair, yanking it towards the ground.

Swiftly, Anna fell to her knees, lessening the pressure on her head. As his fist propelled towards her face, she pulled her baton from inside her jacket, slamming it up full force between his legs. Buckling in pain, he fell on top of her, smashing her nose into the pavement, her face all squashed to one side. From beneath the sweating weight of the ned she could see Derek emerging, doing up his flies. He stopped, gawping like a fish until she yelled, ‘Derek, get this arsehole off me, and radio for transport. One male for breach and police assault.’

The man groaned as Derek yanked him to his feet. ‘I didny know she was a fucking polis, man, I swear.’

‘Course you did,’ lisped Anna. Her mouth was inflating. Out of the corner of her eye she could see her top lip pumped up and glossy, purple flesh straining under segmented skin – a look some women pay for. ‘I ID-ed myself soon as I told you to stop swearing – didn’t I, Derek?’ She looked around, to see if the girl was still there, but she and her companion had disappeared.

‘That’s right, Sergeant. Just before he swung a punch at you.’

Derek wrenched the man’s arms up his back to cuff him, spun him round. ‘Why, it’s Lenny McVeigh, stickman of this parish. And wanted on warrant too, I do believe.’

‘Excellent,’ said Anna, dusting herself down. ‘Right, let’s get you back to the office, you wee shit.’ She shoved Lenny towards the approaching van.

‘I’m sorry, Anna,’ said Derek, ‘but I have to say it. Lenny, my man, congratulations. You’ve just met our new ball-breaker.’

Anna smiled as enigmatically as she could, what with the blood trickling out her nose.
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