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— foreshadowing —

The book you now hold in your hands is my homage to the Golden Age of detective fiction.

I’ve loved crime fiction ever since I was a little boy. When I was handed my school library card, the first thing I did was blitz my way through all the Hardy Boys novels, by Franklin W. Dixon (who turned out to be a committee of writers for hire – a bit like a large number of squirrels, squeezed into a trench coat and snap-brim fedora, passing themselves off as a hard-bitten PI on the mean streets of Plockton).

Night after night, when everyone else was abed, and I was meant to be asleep, I’d be huddled under the duvet, reading about solving crimes and having adventures. Then, after devouring everything the committee/squirrels had written, I moved on to Dashiell Hammett’s Red Harvest. Bit of a jump, but I bloody loved that book. It led me to The Maltese Falcon, The Dain Curse, and The Glass Key. And I was off, roaming the library shelves: Raymond Chandler, Daphne du Maurier, Reginald Hill, Ruth Rendell, Arthur Conan Doyle, Patricia Highsmith . . . All of them different, all of them bringing something exciting and new.

And we can’t forget the Queen of Crime™ herself: Dame Agatha Mary Clarissa Christie DBE. With her strange little detectives that have cast a long, murderous shadow over much of British crime fiction ever since . . .

Which brings us to And the Corpse Wore Tartan – after all, the story’s set in a fancy castle hotel, in a remote part of Scotland, where the landed gentry have gathered to celebrate a wedding. Throw in a man with a funny moustache, or a nosy old lady who has a penchant for tweed, and you have the perfect set-up for primetime-Sunday-evening-wholesome-for-all-the-family entertainment.

Only I had to go and ruin it by adding Detective Sergeant Roberta Steel to the mix.

When I first introduced her in Cold Granite, all those years ago, she was a chain-smoking, wrinkly (because of all the chain smoking), foul-mouthed, rule-breaking, lascivious horror. And so much fun to write!

She was created to be the antithesis of DI Insch. He was a proper by-the-book copper, stern and quick to anger, but fair, while Steel was anything but. They were the demon and angel on Logan’s shoulders, or, if you want to get all Freudian about it: Insch was Logan’s superego, urging him to stay on the path of righteousness; Steel was Logan’s id, urging him to cut corners, go to the pub, and eat loads of deep-fried things. Pulling him in opposite and frequently impossible directions. Psychomachia, writ large!

As the books went on, she mellowed a bit. Stopped womanising and settled down. Got married. Her wife, Susan, has given birth to two kids, so Steel’s had to stop smoking and swearing, but she’s kept her rather . . . unique view of the world and acerbic wit.

Way back in 2007, the lovely Andrew Taylor, in The Spectator, said of Roberta’s third outing: ‘DI Steel should be declared a national treasure.’ I’m not entirely sure what she’d make of being placed in the same category as Thora Hird and Tommy Cooper, but I like it.

And now she has a book of her very own (after having to share Now We Are Dead with Tufty).

I wrote And the Corpse Wore Tartan just before the first COVID lockdown, which is why some things aren’t mentioned here that you might otherwise expect. I suppose, in its way, it’s now a historical crime novel, set in the days before the world decided to really embrace stupidity, populism, and being a massive dick. At the time, I was aiming for a nice wee novella that Sarah Hodgson and I could work on, before she departed for pastures new.

You see, Sarah was my editor at HarperCollins for over a decade (I know, I know, she deserves a medal for putting up with me for so long). She left HC after an astonishing twenty-one years to conquer new and different publishing worlds. And I wanted to mark our time together with one last fun little project before she went.

Clearly, And the Corpse Wore Tartan grew slightly longer legs than I’d anticipated. Then longer still. Then it got itself some stilts and went striding about the Scottish countryside, hurling obscenities at the squirrels, eventually coming home at a beefy fifty-three-and-a-bit thousand words – which is technically a novel. Albeit a short one. Which I now present for your edification and amusement.

So, make yourself a nice cup of tea, get yourself a biscuit (a tasty one, maybe with jam and/or chocolate), and settle down for a tale of criminal naughtiness, in the company of Detective Sergeant Roberta Steel . . .








— the mourning after the night before —




1

The woman’s body lies on its back in the long grass, a pale slash of belly on show between the rumpled shirt and stained trousers. A flash of bra – the colour of old bones. Milkbottle skin speckled with tiny dots of red. One leg curled under the other. One arm stretched out in accusation. Head thrown back, mouth open. As if she’s been screaming.

Albert Nairn moves the shotgun to his other hand, the barrel still warm to the touch, that bitter-sweet scent of a recently fired cartridge. The smell of death.

Up above, the sky is a lid of dark greys and funeral blues, thick with heavy clouds. A faint bloody glow oozing its way along the horizon, not bright enough to taint the sickly grey light.

Not bright enough to illuminate the body.

Hmph . . .

He prods it with the shotgun.

Nothing.

Checks his watch, 04:28.

Better get her moved before the guests wake up. That’ll ruin someone’s morning – throwing open the curtains to find a dead woman on the lawn.

There’s a flicker of white, followed by a rumble of thunder, and a thin, cold rain. Pattering down around the body, making the grass quiver and bend, as if it’s in mourning.

No point standing here, Albert. Get her up and over your shoulder. Take her back to the cottage, where no one will ever find her – there’s plenty of room in his collection for one more corpse. Big day today, why spoil it by getting the police involved?

The rain thickens, getting into its stride, falling on the living and the dead alike.

Come on then.

He bends down, reaching . . .

And that’s when the body gasps and sits up, eyes wide and bloodshot, grey hair sticking out like she’s been dragged through every hedge in the place.
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Roberta blinked as an auld mannie, in tweeds and wellies, screamed like a wee girl and danced away from her. The shotgun he was holding clunked down on the wet grass, freeing up both hands to clutch at his grey beard and tartan bunnet.

Then the ache hit her. The throbbing pounding horror headache from hell, swelling up inside her skull and threatening to push both her eyeballs out through her nose. Tongue like a mouldy flip-flop marinated in someone else’s vomit, then set on fire. Stomach like a washing machine full of bricks and bees as the world went into spin cycle around her.

Don’t be sick, don’t be sick, don’t be sick.

Instead a lung-rattling bout of coughing got its oar in, ending with something the size and colour of an oyster being spat out into the undergrowth.

Urgh . . .

‘Holy mother of God . . .’ The old man bent double, holding onto his knees, peering at her with yellowy eyes set either side of a great curved hook of a nose. ‘Scared the hairy arse off us!’

Roberta screwed one eye shut and tried to get the world to stop whirling. Grabbing a handful of grass so she wouldn’t fall off and tumble away into the battleship sky. ‘Am I . . .’ She cleared her throat and tried again. ‘Am I dead?’

‘Come on, let’s get you up.’

A rough, calloused paw grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. Which, to be honest, just made the whirling worse.

Didn’t help that her legs were malfunctioning. Rotten pair of bastards refused to work properly, making her lurch into a wobbly stagger. Which—

Rancid gurgling erupted from her stomach, heat flushing through her neck and head.

Don’t be sick!

The auld mannie let go and scampered back a bit. ‘No, no, no, no, no . . .’

She swallowed it down, held up a hand, and huffed out a few deep breaths.

If she wasn’t dead, she was dying. This hangover was terminal, no doubt about it.

Which, if anything, was a relief if it meant the suffering would end.

A rumbling BOOOM made the air shake, jabbing red-hot knives through her forehead and out the other side.

Death was taking his own sweet time coming.

The auld mannie bent down and picked an empty bottle from the undergrowth, turning it in his hands. ‘Lagavulin, sixteen-year-old. You drink all of this?’ He whistled low and slow. ‘No wonder you smell like a skip full of burnt mattresses.’

A whole bottle of Lagavulin? Oh God.

Why would . . . Where was . . .

She did a one-legged lurcharound, keeping the other one firmly locked and straight.

Ah.

An ugly stately-home castle thing loomed in the rain, its thick stone walls painted a cheery shade of pinky beige. Turrets. Mullioned windows. It lay at the far end of a manicured lawn, framed by thick pine forests with a background of purple-flecked mountains – their tops lost in the low cloud. Sort of a Marks & Spencer shortbread tin designed by Hammer House of Horror.

They’d lumped a conservatory on the side, with ‘SKIRIVOUR CASTLE HOTEL’ printed in big gold letters on a dark green sign.

Oh no.

Lightning strobed the hillside, bringing with it a hissing clatter, followed by a headache-punishing BOOOOOOO-OOOOOM. Then the rain really got to work, battering down on the world in general and Roberta in particular. Because Mother Nature was a vindictive cow who hated her.

The auld mannie pointed at a door marked ‘FIRE EXIT’. ‘Best get inside and dry, lass, afore you catch your death.’

If only he knew, there was a fate worse than death in there waiting for her . . .
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Gah . . . How much tartan did one hotel need? Whole place was clarted in the damned stuff. Tartan carpet, tartan wallpaper, tartan furnishings. You’d have to be a sadist to design something like this. What about poor people with hangovers? Did no one ever think about them?

Roberta lurched down the corridor, one hand scuffing along the wall for balance.

And the stuffed animals were creepy too.

Look at them, staring out at her with their beady glass eyes from their bell jars and display cases. Wild cats, foxes, every variety of Scottish bird you could shoot. Stags’ heads on the wall, mouths hanging open in surprised disappointment.

The corridor ended in a narrow set of stairs, which were far too steep for normal human beings WITH SODDING HANGOVERS.


She stopped to catch her breath halfway up.

More lumbering growls from her itchy stomach.

Serve them right if she blew chunks all over their tartan horror house.

But then that would land her in even more trouble, wouldn’t it? And she was in enough shite as it was.

Roberta reached the top of the stairs without redecorating them, then staggered along the corridor. They’d cut back on the tartan here. A bit. The carpet was still migraine-inducing, but at least the walls were a womblike dark burgundy. Even if the flock wallpaper was verruca ugly. It set off the nasty oil paintings of twee Scottish scenes. Oh, come away in, you’ll have had your tea, Hamish. Och, I’d love to, Agnes, but I’ve got this stag to hump.

She dug her key out of her jacket pocket – complete with stupid great-big wooden key fob.

What kind of idiot didn’t put numbers on their hotel rooms?

Look at this lot: ‘BALVENIE’, ‘BENROMACH’, ‘ARDBEG’, ‘GLENDRONACH’ . . . How the hell were you supposed to find your room? They weren’t even themed! Where are you staying? Oh, I’m in the Speyside malts. See, that would make sense. These were all over the shop.

Another sign at the end of the corridor had ‘RECEPTION [image: ]’ on it, but next to that was the one that matched her stupid key fob: ‘LAPHROAIG’.

Roberta unlocked the door and stumbled inside. Thumped it shut behind her. Leaned back against it and let out a shuddery foul-tasting breath.

The curtains were drawn, making the room a gloomy obstacle course, but there was no mistaking the massive bed with its flouncy canopy. She hauled off her soggy jacket and shirt, dumping them both on the floor, kicked off her wet shoes, and staggered over. Timbered facedown onto the bed with a mournful groan.

‘I’m dying . . .’


Susan sat up. Could feel her doing it. And the completely unsympathetic daggers she was definitely glaring into Roberta’s back. Heartless monster that she was.

And then, to prove it, she shoved Roberta off the bed, sending her crashing down on the horrible tartan carpet.

‘Nooo . . .’

‘Shhh!’

And when Roberta wobbled to her knees and peered over the edge, Susan was already lying flat and rigid, like a coffin lid, seething. A sadistic tut, then she turned her back and hauled the duvet over her again.

It was enough to make you . . .

Oh no.

Roberta crawled away as fast as possible, through the door to the en suite and its big Victorian toilet, yanked the lid up and spattered every single internal organ she owned into it.

[image: ]

Rain rattled the bathroom window as Roberta surfaced from the toilet bowl. Coming up for air that stank of rancid bitter yuck. Flushing helped. But not much.

They’d abandoned the tartan theme in here, going instead for that palette of muted greys hotels like so much. Lots of really expensive tiles. A big enamel bath. And a mini wet-room-shower-thing in the corner. White fluffy bathrobes hanging on the back of the door, embroidered with the Laird’s coat of arms to make sure everyone knew how swanky Skirivour Castle Hotel was.

The robes swished from side to side as Susan barged the door open for a good glower. It put wrinkles on her slightly rounded face, stealing away some of the prettiness. Her blonde, middle-aged Doris-Day-in-Calamity-Jane kind of look was a bit undermined by the red babydoll nightie, but she still had cracking legs.


Susan folded her arms, making her bosom heave up.

And talking of heaving . . .

Roberta stuck her head back down the toilet and gave it another filling. Ended with a wee sob that echoed back from her porcelain prison. ‘Can you at least hold my hair back?’

‘Hold your own bloody hair.’

Nooo . . .

‘How could you embarrass me like that, Robbie? How? I have to work with these people!’

Every retch was like being kicked in the stomach by an angry horse.

‘You never think of anyone but yourself, do you? I just don’t count. If it’s not about you it might as well never bloody happen. You behaved appallingly!’

Roberta surfaced from the toilet’s depths, resting her cheek against the wooden seat. Warm and comforting from all the bums that had sat on it. ‘I . . . I am always on my best . . . best behaviour . . .’

‘You don’t remember, do you? You’re impossible!’

Remember? What was there to remember?
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Lurching up to the bar and banging her empty glass down, setting little bowls of macadamia nuts dancing. Struggling to make the words sound right. ‘’Nother whisky!’
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Flailing her limbs about as ‘Come on Eileen’ belts out of the DJ’s speakers; all the Tweedy Twats and Strapless Sharons in their wedding outfits staring at her like she’s some sort of leper, just cos she’s having a good time and singing along.
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Hauling back a hand and slapping that smug git Sir Reginald Bradbury-Scott right in his smug fat face, hard enough to make him land on his smug fat arse.
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Stumbling out of the conservatory, stiff-legged like a drunken chicken, clutching a bottle of pilfered Lagavulin, swigging from it as she marches off into the darkness . . .
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Oh.

Roberta wiped the slime from her mouth and spat into the toilet bowl. Did her best nonchalant shrug. ‘I might have had a little bit to drink, but I didn’t do anything that—’

‘Impossible!’ Susan stormed out of the bathroom, slamming the door behind her, setting the fluffy bathrobes swinging again.

Clearly, she hadn’t understood just how ill Roberta was.

Deep breath. ‘I NEED IRN-BRU! AND MAYBE SOME BACON? I could go bacon . . .’ Another horrible gurgling noise erupted deep inside. ‘Hold on.’ She gripped the wooden seat and swallowed hard. No more being sick. No more being sick. No more being sick. ‘Urgh . . .’

Susan reappeared in the doorway, eyes blazing, mouth all pinched up like an angry fish. Voice a hard, hissing whisper: ‘It’s five in the morning; will you keep your bloody voice down!’ She turned to leave, then turned back. ‘And if you think I’m taking you to another wedding, or anywhere else, ever again, you can roll it sideways and cram it up there!’


Wait, what?

‘Wedding?’ As soon as the word left Roberta’s bitter-yuck-flavoured mouth, it all came flooding back. She screwed her whole face shut. ‘Oh God . . .’

The horror.

THE HORROR!





2

A happy sun blazed away in the bright blue sky, happy fluffy wee clouds making happy fluffy shapes as Roberta’s MX-5 roared along the winding road. Got to give it to those tartan Highland buggers, they know how to do scenery. Heather-clad hills in full purple bloom, a shimmering loch, swathes of deep-green forests . . . Some sort of eagly thing wheeling overhead. Idiot sheep taking a break from doing whatever it was idiot sheep did to watch her wee sports car flash past.

Top down, music on, singing along with Lemmy on ‘Ace of Spades’.

Couldn’t get much better than that, could you?

She stuck her foot down.
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Hills crowded in on either side, then the road twisted around to the left and the whole thing opened up. A valley, guarded by regimented ranks of Forestry Commission pines, all standing to attention in the sunshine. And smack bang in the middle of it: Skirivour Castle, just visible over the treetops.

OK, so it wasn’t the prettiest castle – more Frankenstein than Disney – but they’d painted it a pinky-gold colour that looked jaunty among all that verdant greenery.

The road wound down the valley side, to a high-arched bridge spanning a deep gully and a swollen river. All very picturesque as Roberta wheeched over it and into the woods. Following the signs, music belting out.

A set of huge stone pillars rose on either side of the narrow road, with ‘SKIRIVOUR CASTLE HOTEL’ picked out in wrought-iron letters across the top.

To be honest, the castle wasn’t any prettier up close. It sulked at the end of its wide gravel driveway, a drooping fountain splashing out the kind of feeble stream that implied it needed a visit to the doctor’s, where someone barely out of medical school would snap on a rubber glove and stick a finger up its bum.

Union flags fluttered from poles, flanking a pillared portico that was big enough for an eightsome reel. Someone had draped the thing in a whole heap of red-white-and-blue bunting, and clusters of gold balloons bobbed in the air – above weights wrapped like wedding presents. Bet there were doves somewhere. Places like this loved doves.

A sign pointed to a gap in the hedge: ‘RESIDENT AND GUEST PARKING’. Course, the temptation was just to abandon her MX-5 in front of the main doors, but that wasn’t really in the spirit of the thing, was it? So she parked in the far corner of the designated spaces, like a good little girl, next to a very expensive-looking Jag and a couple of Porsches.

Stuck the roof up.

Popped the boot and grabbed her luggage.

Sauntered back to the castle’s entrance.

Pushed through the ornate carved double doors, and into a massive lobby.

It was at least three-storeys tall, the floor covered in a red-and-yellow tartan carpet that probably seemed like a good idea at the time. But the thing that really stood out was the huge metal stag that dominated the space. Thing had to be twice the size of a real stag, if not more, looming over everything from its six-foot-tall plinth in full Monarch of the Glen pose.

It wasn’t alone in here either. Every wall and flat surface in the place was crowded with stuffed boars’ heads and stags’ heads and pheasants and grouse and hares and all the rest. As if someone had gone out and slaughtered every animal on the estate then carted it off wholesale to the nearest taxidermist.

Whole heap of oil paintings too – the kind that got printed onto coasters and sold in museum gift shops. Couple of tapestries. A bunch of claymores and shields and halberds. Twin suits of armour stood guard at the bottom of a sweeping wooden staircase that curled away to the balconies running along both sides of the lobby.

Like . . . Like Hollywood’s idea of how Scotland was meant to look. Brigadoon, with even more kitsch.

A wee man appeared at her elbow, done up in full Highland regalia, complete with pointy bunnet that had feathers poking out of it. Not the best outfit for someone who looked as if they were made of wrinkles, bones, and string. His voice trembled more than his hands as he pointed at a silver tray with a bottle and some cut-crystal tumblers on it. ‘Would you care for a complimentary welcome dram? It’s a twelve-year-old Glenfeòrag, made just down the road.’

Now, that was more like it.

Roberta rubbed her hands together. ‘Ho, ho, don’t mind if I—’

A voice cut across The Lobby That Brigadoon Forgot. ‘Roberta?’ Sounding a bit shocked.

She pivoted around and there was Susan, marching towards her, in jeans and a floral shirt, hair up in a ‘do’ that was far too fancy for what she was wearing. Voice a sharp-edged whisper. ‘What are you doing here?’

Roberta preened a little. ‘Decided to surprise you. Wee romantic gesture, and all that.’ Threw in a little swagger and a dig in the ribs for good measure. ‘You’re welcome.’

‘You said you weren’t coming! You’re not on the guest . . .’ Her eyes bugged as one of those strapping athletic types wandered into the room.

Now, being a professional police officer, you notice certain wee details that would probably pass your ordinary punter by, but to a trained eye, one with decades of experience in law enforcement – going by the big white meringue-style dress she was wearing – Little Miss Athletic was probably getting married today. It was an off-the-shoulder job, exposing a delicious amount of cleavage that swelled and wobbled as she breathed. Attractive, in a broad-shouldered-could-snap-you-in-two kind of way, even with her hair still in rollers.

Probably liked being spanked. The bossy ones always did.

Susan grabbed Roberta’s hand. ‘Don’t you dare embarrass me!’ Then raised her voice to a more normal and cheery volume, waving at the bride-to-be. ‘Adriana!’

Athletic Adriana turned and beamed at her, sweeping in for a hug. ‘Susan!’ She pulled a constipated-frog face, arms out. ‘What do you think of the dress, is it too froofie-meringue-bums? I think it’s a bit froofie, but it’s my wedding day and if you can’t be froofie on your wedding day, when can you?’

The two of them shared a mwah-mwah air kiss.

Then Athletic Adriana finally noticed Roberta. Stared for a moment, then went back to Susan. ‘Oh. But I thought you . . .?’

‘Adriana, you remember my wife, Roberta Steel?’ Pulling on a smile that looked a bit pained. ‘She decided it would be romantic to surprise me and come after all. After telling me she had to be at a training conference all weekend.’ Was that a note of disapproval in her voice? ‘And couldn’t make it.’

Nah, course it wasn’t. That was the problem with big romantic gestures, some people took a while to get over the shock.

Roberta treated Athletic Adriana to a swaggery head wobble too. ‘Wee white lie. You know, for romantic purposes.’

And for some reason, Susan mouthed ‘Sorry!’ at the bride-to-be.


Weird.

There was a pause, then Adriana had a bash at a none-too-convincing smile of her own. ‘I see. How . . . lovely.’

‘Nothing’s too good for my main squeeze.’ And to prove the point, Roberta grabbed a handful of Susan’s bum and gave it a squeezing.

Which made her go bright pink and mouth, ‘Sorry!’ again.

A couple of blinks and Adriana seemed to get it together. ‘Oh, yah, you’re the police officer, right? We met . . . at the work’s Christmas bash? Yes. Glad you could join us after all.’ Then went in for one of those ridiculous mwah-mwah kisses.

Yeah, not playing that game.

But it did give Roberta a really good look down the front of her dress.

Magnificent boobage.

The mwah-mwahs over, she turned back to Susan. ‘Nobody told me getting married was a total organisational nightmarefest! The wedding planner’s broken her leg, Mummy’s gone complete meltdown because of the centrepieces, Daddy’s disappeared, and I’m supposed to be having a nice relaxing bath, instead of stomping about like an absolute Bridezilla in my dress! But there’s a million things to do,’ sideways glance in Roberta’s direction, ‘like reorganise the seating plan. And I haven’t even had my hair styled yet. Disasterama!’

Susan took both of her hands. ‘I’m here to help. What needs doing?’

‘Oh, you’re just the best boss ever!’ She actually welled up a bit at that.

‘Robbie, why don’t you go check in and freshen up?’ Susan stuck her chin in the air. ‘I’ve got some bottom to kick.’

And with that, the pair of them swept off, laughing, leaving Roberta alone with Captain String-and-Bones.

He cleared his throat and held out one of those crystal tumblers, a teeny finger of molten amber sloshing about at the bottom of the trembling glass. ‘Madam?’

‘Better make it a double . . .’
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Well, that wasn’t a sight to inspire confidence, was it?

A fat, wrinkly, half-naked horror stared back at her from the hotel-room mirror. It wasn’t even a proper bra, just a set of twin black lace-and-netting hammocks with teeny wee straps. Not an underwire to its name. And the pants! Brazilians were meant to be when you got a butch woman called Helga to rip the hairs off your undercarriage, so you didn’t look like you were smuggling a sasquatch down the front of your bikini – Brazilians weren’t meant to be pants. Oh, yeah, they looked like decent-sized pants, but that didn’t stop the middle bit from disappearing right up your bumcrack.

Roberta hauled it out again.

And the state of her . . .

Black lace against fish-belly skin. So much fish-belly skin.

She gave her fancy new underwear a shoogle, setting up a sympathetic sine wave in her not-so-taut areas. Wobble, wobble, wobble, wobble, wobble.

No doubt about it: she looked ridiculous in this get-up. Mutton dressed as spam.

Urgh . . .

Roberta took a double handful of pasty stomach, pulled it up, and let it thump-wobble down again. Grimacing as the ripples subsided.

She let loose a big, heavy sigh, making the lacy hammocks sag.

‘Fat. Wrinkly. Old. And horrible . . .’

The pants were bad enough, but the bra? What the hell had Susan been thinking? You’d have to be a flat-chested stick insect to fit into the damned thing. Roberta wriggled out of it and hurled the lacy disaster into her open suitcase, where it could bloody well stay. She’d be wearing Old Faithful for the duration, thank you very much.

She checked her watch: half one.

Urgh . . .

Better get dressed quick, before Susan appeared and discovered there wasn’t going to be any black-lacy-boob-hammock-horror going on.

Don’t want to spoil the mystery, after all.
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The queue of guests snaked ahead of Roberta and Susan, heading for the on-site chapel, all the way through the hotel lobby and out the front door. The men a mixture of starchy Highland dress and clashing kilts, the women in weird cocktail-dress/ball-gown hybrids topped off with ridiculous hats.

Susan had opted for the nice purple dress that made her bum and boobs look eminently nibbleable. Roberta squeezed herself into the bright-blue suit that Susan always said she liked, but kinda felt a bit like wearing the TARDIS. While those rotten Brazilian pants embarked on their fifteenth attempt at a lacy colonoscopy in the last four minutes. Should have swapped the bloody things for a nice comfy pair of massive pants when she’d ditched their horrible-hammock friend, but it was too late now.

‘Could I no’ have worn jeans and T-shirt?’

‘You look lovely.’

The queue shuffled forwards.

Roberta dug the Brazilian out of her crack again. ‘Feel like a right prick in this.’

‘Will you leave your undercarriage alone?’

‘All right for you, your pants aren’t trying to disappear up your bumhole.’


They passed a perky wee thing in a very low-cut dress. Lovely tanned cleavage, hair swept up in a wobbly tower of blonde. Not bad looking either, if you liked them early-twenties and clarted in YouTube-make-up-tutorial slap. Pacing up and down the tartan carpet, checking her watch, hurling angry glances at front door.

Roberta leaned in close to Susan’s ear, eyebrows jigging up and down. ‘Corrrrr . . . I would, wouldn’t you?’

Face dead ahead, not even looking at Little Miss Perky. ‘Behave yourself!’

‘Bet she wriggles like an eel on a washing machine if you do her right.’

‘Robbie!’

A grin. ‘Could eat cottage cheese off that pert wee arse all night long.’ Not the stuff with pineapple in it, though, that would just be perverse. ‘Think she’s a screamer? I think she’s a screamer.’

Susan’s voice dropped to an angry whisper. ‘I have to work with these people!’

Another young woman rocked up to them: ginger hair, freckles, and a tartan miniskirt – proffering glasses of sparkly drinks on a big silver tray. She was probably going for a welcoming smile, but it came off a bit serial-killery. ‘Champagne or Buck’s Fizz?’

Roberta helped herself to two glasses of pale-golden fizz. ‘Ta.’ Then nodded at Susan. ‘You want one too?’

‘You are not to get drunk and humiliate me, Robbie. I swear, if you do . . .’

‘Ah well, all the more for me.’ She scoofed half of the first glass, stifling the resulting belch
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