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​Book 1


THE UNBURIED DEAD
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Prologue
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Wildflowers? It smells like wildflowers, but then, how can something smell of wildflowers? There are hundreds of wildflowers. Don’t they all smell different?

His mind churns.

Wildflowers. I don't know any stinking wildflowers. Wildflowers. The word tumbles through his brain. His head twitches, a sudden snap, eyes closed for a second, and it's gone. Now the smell of the underground tunnels: rotten cabbage. Rotten cabbage, sewage, decay. They should bottle those. 

He glances over his shoulder at the woman three seats behind. Dark brown hair. Shoulder length. She's not looking at him. It must be her, the wildflowers. There's no one else in the carriage that would wear that kind of scent.

The train rumbles to a halt, emerging from the tunnels into the drizzle and cold dark night of Dalmarnock station.

He doesn't turn all the way round, but looks at the woman's reflection, catching her eye in the window. A fleeting glimpse then she turns away. He smiles at her too late, but can feel her shudder.

He looks along the length of the carriage. Two old women, grumbling, voices too loud; a man asleep, face pressed against the glass; four teenagers, talking about the weekend and passing around a bottle of cheap wine.

He sucks his teeth, runs his hand across the stubble on his chin and looks at his reflection. Five days growth. Needs to shave. Not good for business, but he likes it. It's more him than the man he must present to the world every day. His mind rambles on, a trail of confusion, his eyes attracted over his shoulder every few seconds to the woman behind.

Wildflowers. If a wildflower grows in a garden, does that make it a garden flower? Maybe there's another name for it. Maybe it smells different. Would it smell different?

The doors fizz slowly shut. He looks up at the route map. Seven stops to go, and she'll have to get off at one of them. He wouldn't do anything on the train. Too much chance of an interruption.

A quiet back street, with gentle drizzle, broken streetlights and a dog barking half a mile away. That was the place for your first murder.

Is that what he's already thinking? Murder? Does he want to murder Jo? Of course not, but it's almost happened before. Must be realistic. He wants her. Wants to feel her and hold her. Smell that floral scent close up, breathe it in, taste it as he licks her neck. Feel her gasp as he thrusts his hand between her legs.

Maybe she'll want it too, or maybe she'll fight. If she fights.... Then you can never know what's going to happen.

He imagines the newspapers. He thinks about the newspapers all the time. Sometimes his name is in the papers, but not often. Never for something like this.

If she wants him, if she comes willingly, will the newspapers care, will anyone care? And if he rapes her, will anyone care? But if he leaves her body on the ground, raped and dead, maybe then they'll notice. Maybe then they'll start talking about him.

He looks out of the window, at the lights and wet streets of Rutherglen, as the train crawls towards the next stop. Shouldn't think like that. It's wrong. It's stupid. It's not very helpful. It doesn't help. Are you listening, Dad? It doesn't...fucking...help.

His eyes slither round again, and he looks straight at her. She avoids his gaze. He loves her hair. The same hair that Jo had, just touching her neck. The hair that fell over his stomach when she was fellating him. Twitches at the thought of her, tries to push it from his mind. Bloody Jo. But the thought is there now. Her tongue all over him, and not because he was forcing her. She'd wanted it. All the time. Always wanted him; him deep inside her, her hands all over him, his tongue all over her. All the time.

Then she'd started to sleep with other men. And then she'd left.

The woman bites her nails, looking round at the first damp run of the platform as the train shudders slowly into Rutherglen station. Attractive face, scared eyes, red lips, getting frightened by the strange guy two seats away who is staring at her.

The train comes to a halt beneath the M74. Again, he glances over his shoulder at the woman as the doors open. Why should he hide it now? She knows what's coming to her.

There's giggling from up the carriage as the four teenagers drunkenly make their way off the train, pushing, laughing, arguing, shouting fuck into the night as loudly as possible.

He looks back to the woman. She's staring at him now, and this time looks away more slowly. He swallows. Maybe she does want him. Maybe she likes the attention.

He turns away and looks up the carriage. He smiles. He lowers his head. He can smell her, her scent filling the air. The two old women are looking at him, as if they can read the intent on his face.

'What?' he says, a bit disconcerted. 'What?' he repeats, and their eyes avert.

The sleeping man's head bobs up from a silent slumber, then flops back onto his chest. The doors start their slow fizz. There's a stamping on the floor behind. He is still perturbed by the attention of the old women, the women who can somehow look inside him and can read every thought, every bloody nightmare splitting his head apart.

He is slow to turn, and then suddenly realises what he's missing. Turns quickly now, but she's already out the door, the doors already closed. He runs to them, stands at the glass. She waits on the platform, crying out for the train to move off; breathless. He starts pulling at the rubber between the doors. Makes some headway. An inch. She doesn't wait. Two inches. She sees the teenagers disappear through the door into the waiting room, one other passenger making the slow walk along the platform, and runs after them. The train starts to move off. He's tugging desperately at the door but he's not getting any further. He's still there pulling at the rubber as the train pulls past the woman hurrying to the exit, and their eyes meet one last time. He drinks in the hair, hoping he will remember her, but all these women look the same. She shudders, then feels like crying with relief as he steps back from the doors and is gone as the train accelerates away into the rain, the still of the night.

He returns to his seat. He looks at the old women, who stare back this time, and he feels intimidated. His eyes drop.

'Bloody Jo,' he mutters.

The woman climbs the stairs to the bridge over the railway tracks. She feels the relief.
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I may not be a reliable narrator.

* * *
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WHY DOES ANYONE JOIN the police? I mean, seriously? What a terrible job. Toss in overworked, underpaid, and the fact that nearly everyone hates you, and you have to question the motives of anyone who wants to do it. A variation on that Groucho Marx line about not wanting to be in a club that would have him as a member. Presuming Groucho actually said that. The world’s full of misattributed quotes, though it’s usually John Lennon or Maya Angelou.

So, who knows what my fellow officers are thinking? A calling? A need for power? The need to do good? Or the desire to be above the law, so you can manipulate it, or break it. On and on, a thousand reasons for a thousand officers.

I joined in '96. I'd been back from Bosnia for over a year. Still drifting, still suffering. I didn’t turn to drugs, I didn’t turn to drink. I mean, I drank a shitload, but not so’s I thought I was using it as a crutch. Mostly, I turned to women, as many as I could find. They seemed quite happy about it, particularly if I’d paid them. Well, there’s a confession, right out of the box.

Hey, we are who we are, and I was an asshole. All that messed up, PTSD bullshit coursing through my veins, all those images of bodies dumped in the stinking heat of a Balkan summer, all those sounds of screaming women in my head, were nobody’s excuse. I should’ve spoken to someone. I didn’t. Tried to work through it, but just never seemed to grasp that sex wasn't helping.

Then finally, I got someone pregnant or, at least, someone told me I'd got her pregnant. This coincided with the arrival in the public consciousness of Detective Sergeant Jonah Bloonsbury.

Jean Fryar left school at the first opportunity. No 'O' levels, no future. Started working in a newsagent’s up the old Edinburgh Road. I used to go in there sometimes on a Saturday for my twenty Marlboro. I had a detached look that the women liked. I never looked interested. Never looked like I wanted them.

Worked every time, although probably only because I wasn't trying to get it to work.

Don't even remember whether the first time was at her place or mine. There was something about her, although it was probably just that when I lay back and she sat on top of me, it was so damned good I almost managed to get the images out of my head.

One night or other the condom got left in my pocket, along with my brain. I'd been doing a reasonable job up until then.

Unsurprisingly, I'd moved on by the time she called saying she was pregnant. She thought I might be interested, and because I wasn't doing anything else at the time, I said I'd marry her.

I know. I didn't deserve her, not with that attitude. Didn't deserve anything, other than what I got.

It didn't take long for her to start badgering me about getting a job. I think what she actually wanted was for me to go abroad again. She envisaged me sending my pay cheque home from a distant, war-torn land. She was keen on the DRC. If things had worked out well for her, I would’ve been killed, and she'd have received compensation from someone.

However, a story started appearing in the newspapers. A young sergeant in Glasgow called Jonah Bloonsbury cracked a murder inquiry which had defeated the most senior detectives in the city. The guy was nine years older than me and he had his fifteen minutes. Front page news, detective of the month. He'd acted alone on a hunch all the others had ignored and had nabbed his man after a long chase on foot over open moorland up beyond East Kilbride. Reading between the lines, it was apparent that in the end he had taken the guy down and kicked the shit out of him before the bloke had been taken into custody.

I could do that, I thought. And the police would give me shift work, and I wouldn't have to spend too much time at home.

We got married on a staggeringly warm summer's day in 1996, then three weeks later Jean had a miscarriage. So, the child was gone and, messed up and insensitive beyond reason, I immediately contemplated losing my wife as well. I didn't do it straight away, but that was the beginning of the end.

The police no longer seemed necessary, but I was there, and right enough, it kept me out of the house for long periods. I didn't have to put up with her drinking, and she just didn't have to put up with me.

By the time I'd finished my first year, I had met Peggy and was seeing her behind Jean's back, and by the time I finally met Jonah Bloonsbury, Peggy and I had been married for eight years and the marriage had long since drifted into disinterest. By then Bloonsbury was a drunken detective chief inspector, living on past glories and suffering the same sort of marriage as the rest of us.

That first murder case wasn't his only big success. There were several others, though none so high profile. But somewhere along the way the pressure became too much for him, and he drowned in alcohol. I don't know when he hit the downward spiral, but by the time Bloonsbury reached fifty he was wasted, viewing everyone with suspicion through the dregs of a bottle of cheap blended malt.

There was one last crowning glory over a year ago, plucked from nowhere, to temporarily save his wretched career and wasted reputation, but since then his life has been nothing but a fast drop in the elevator to Hell. And now he's just a guy, drifting through his fifties; overweight, ruddy-faced, bleary-eyed. A waste of a good man, but there are many more where he came from.

So, it could be said I joined up for two illusions – a child that never came, and the total lie that is the career of Jonah Bloonsbury – but in reality, I joined because I felt like my brain had been taken out and refitted the wrong way round.

I bumped into Jean Fryar again a few months ago. She slapped me across the face, we went for a drink, compared divorces and children – three and two for me, two and four for her – and nearly ended up in bed. I like to think we both thought better of it in the end, but really the decision was all hers. And that's all there is to say about Jean Fryar.

The story of Jonah Bloonsbury limps on however, while the rest of us watch it pass by – mourners at a wake – as he reaches for one last success; or perhaps merely hangs on, hoping to receive a full pension, with as much dignity as a man with a bottle of whisky attached to his face can do.

Meanwhile my brain turns slowly, occasionally almost clicking back into position, but never quite making it.

And still an asshole.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2


[image: ]


It’s been a long life. And it’s only Monday.

I said that to DCI Taylor once. He said it doesn’t make sense. He said the joke implies you’re at the start of your life, like it’s the kind of thing you’d say if you were six, not forty-whatever I was at the time, and I said, it’s just a joke, it doesn’t have to have narrative consistency, and he said, well, it helps.

This particular Monday morning is three days before Christmas. Sitting at my desk with a lousy hangover, the memory of the weekend still hurting. The football didn't go well – Partick Thistle lost three-nil at Ross County – and I ended up in bed with a horror out of the No Oil Painting catalogue. Clearly, we were a good match. Don't remember a thing about the night either, so have no idea if it was worth the self-loathing. At least I wasn't called in.

Taylor isn't in yet, so it's just me and Herrod and a collection of youthful constables. The Superintendent's in of course, letting all us men know who's boss, crushing us all beneath her size six stilettos. 

Passed Alison on the way in this morning. I was married to her for twenty-nine days a year or two ago – something which I did in a fit of idiocy after my divorce from Peggy came through. She was working downstairs somewhere, walking by with a criminal on her arm. He looked good on her. We smiled. Very cosy. We get on a lot better since the divorce, although we avoided each other for nearly a year afterwards. She's marrying Sergeant McGovern in June, which is a shame.

Herrod lifts his head from some paperwork, tossing the file into the out-tray as he does so.

'Had enough of this crap,' he says.

He sticks his feet on the desk and lights a cigarette. Of course, there's a no-smoking policy in the building, but there's no one here to police it. The man smokes B&H same as everyone else. That's one of the reasons why he never gets any women, although, to be honest, there are a lot of reasons why Herrod never gets any women.

I'm still smoking Marlboro, but generally don't at work. Trying to be a good soldier, obeying all the directives from the top.

'Got this guy, right? The bampot says he was at his sister's all night. The fuck spends the night with their sister? I haven't seen my sister since she was twelve. But not this guy. This guy spends the night with her. Very cosy. The sister backs him up, of course. And all the while, as they're tucked up under the sheets, or whatever they're doing, his warehouse is going noisily up in smoke. Full insurance, nothing to do with me, mate, I was in bed with my sister.'

I have nothing to say to this regulation tale of woe.

'I mean, didn’t it used to be different?’ he says. ‘You came in here on a Monday morning, you did your job, you took from it what you could, and every now and again you arrested some eejit and kicked the shit out him. Tell me that didn't make sense.'

'You sound like an advert for the force in the Sunday Times.'

He shrugs, spits out a sigh, shakes his head.

'I don't know. I've just had enough, you know. All this crap, all these lying eejits. Every last fucking one of them.'

He finishes his lament, stubs the cigarette out in an overflowing ashtray. My heart bleeds for him. I almost want to give him a hug.

'Stop feeling sorry for yourself.'

He grunts and moves another report from In to Out without looking at it.

The door opens. One of those dashing young constables walks in looking like the before half of a Clearasil advert, followed by DCI Bloonsbury – a man who hasn't slept for a month – reeking of alcohol. The model detective. We nod at him; he ignores us, walks into his office and slams the door shut. A couple of shots of J&B, two cups of coffee, half pack of Bensons and he'll be ready for us.

The man's downhill slide has picked up some momentum in recent months. Word is the Super's on the point of kicking him into touch but, for all the hard act, you can tell she's soft on stuff like that. Likes to take care of her men.

Bloonsbury's door reopens almost immediately, half an hour ahead of schedule. Got a face on him like a flat tyre and a piece of paper in his hand, which he waves in the air, like a drunk Neville Chamberlain.

'Herrod?'

'What?'

Bloonsbury gives the paper another shake.

'Rape case? Stonelaw Road?'

Herrod nods. Looks a little sheepish, if so grotesque a man can even remotely resemble a sheep.

'Well, what the fuck are you doing? Get your arse over there.'

The door slams. Herrod stares at the floor, then looks up as he fumbles for another smoke.

'See what I mean?' he says.

I ignore him and feel sorry for the victim. As if the horror of the night before wasn't enough.

* * *
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QUARTER TO THREE. DISPATCHED to the far end of Rutherglen Main Street, Detective Constable Morrow, PCs Kelly and Bathurst in tow. Spent most of the day working on a big theft – two hundred TVs in a lorry up at Bothwell services – then I got called away to come and stand with Morrow while he does his best to ask the right questions. And it's a no-hoper right from the off.

Fight broke out between three Begbies not far from the town hall. Two against one, rather than all three for themselves. The one comes off worst, ends up on the ground getting his head beaten to a pulp. He'd already been whipped off to the Victoria by the time we got here, but there've been enough people to tell us what he looked like after the attack. Massively swollen head, face bloodied and purple, no teeth left to talk of. Shit. Presumably he survived because they didn't hit him anywhere near his brain. I’ve seen enough of these stupid bastards who've had too much to drink, think they're Clark Kent and end up spending twenty-four hours in A&E. Seen enough of that, seen far too much of a lot worse.

So, at two fifteen in the afternoon, three days before Christmas, when Rutherglen Main Street is as mobbed as it ever gets these days, no one sees a thing. Plenty of folk saw the guy lying on the pavement looking like an over-pumped, bloody football, but no one saw the incident take place or the assailants in question.

There are two things to do at a time like this. Forget it and go back to the station; or hang around for five hours questioning everyone over the age of three, all the while getting nowhere. If the bloke dies, of course, then the papers get hold of it and all of a sudden you've got to look as if you're doing something. But if he walks, then damn it, what's the point?

Now I would have had Morrow down as a sad young thing, keen to make his mark. Thank God that doesn’t pan out. Morrow seems as disinterested as I am. Asking the right questions; looking concerned, being seen to do his bit, but fully aware it's pointless; just dying to get back to the station for a cup of tea. I admire that in a young detective. Look good in front of the public, then forget about it half a minute later.

Constables Kelly and Bathurst do their bit. Kelly looks moderately perturbed at the obvious lack of interest from CID, but he ought to know better. Hard to tell about Bathurst. A closed book. She has a very impressive cover mind, although she’s probably too young for me.

Probably is, as they say, doing a lot of heavy lifting there.

DC Morrow appears from a shop, looking like a man who wants to be elsewhere. I detach myself from an old lady who claims to have seen everything, but is likely basing most of her testimony on a fight scene from the start of last week's episode of Casualty.

'What's the story, Rob?'

'Got a bit of a description from the shop assistant. Not great, but enough to stick into the computer, see what we can get. Apart from that, not much.'

I nod, turn away, look up and down the street. Cold, grey afternoon, the Christmas lights on, bringing a fitting air of melancholy.

Still haven't bought anything for Rebecca. I have no idea what you buy twelve-year-old girls these days. Don't want to look like a fool. Buy her some toy they advertise on the TV, when for all I know she's already busy doing drugs and boys. Can't go for the latest piece of tech, because I've no idea what her mother will have bought her recently. Tough decision. I'll do my usual and ask one of the women at the station.

Already got the boy his Rangers change strip. Nearly choked in the shop when I had to buy it.

I shrug. 'Cup of tea?'

Morrow nods. ‘Decent.'

A last look around the scene of the crime. Kelly and Bathurst appear to be running out of people to interview. Nothing much else to do. You might never know an incident had taken place.

'Right then, constable,' I say, and off we fuck.

* * *
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TAYLOR'S THERE WHEN I get back. My DCI, sitting in his office behind the fog of depression.

The first time I ever talked to him was at a Dylan concert. We kind of bumped into each other, realised that we were from the same station. It was a bit awkward. Then we found that we were both Dylan freaks, and that was even more awkward. It was like, I want to be the Dylan weirdo around here!

We ended up having this grudging kind of Dylan comparison thing. He'd seen him seventeen times in concert, to my twelve; I had two iPods full of Dylan – about twelve hundred tracks – he's a traditionalist, doesn't like unofficial bootlegs or concert material, so just had all his studio albums. About four hundred tracks worth or so.

There are two kinds of people reading this. There are those who are thinking, you are a sad, strange little man and you have my pity. And then there are the genuine Dylanites out there who are thinking, seventeen concerts... twelve hundred tracks? That's not a Dylan freak, that's a passing interest. That's barely knowing he exists!

When I was told I was working for Taylor I wasn't too impressed, but then of course we sat in his car to go somewhere on the first day and Knocked Out Loaded was on the CD player, and who else was likely to be listening to that around here? It's been fine ever since.

I stick my head around the door.

'How are we doing?'

He looks away from his computer. Tired. Not thinking about work.

'Quiet,' he says. 'You can take off early, if you like. Go home and make yourself beautiful for tonight.'

'Seriously?' A beat. ‘Wait, you’re kidding.’

'Check the big brain on Brad,’ he says. ‘You’re not in the Brownies anymore, son. Get us a cup of tea, eh?'

I nod ruefully.

‘It’s Brett,’ I mutter, as I head out the door, and he laughs.
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He is at the cinema. Enjoying the dark. His common retreat, a small, art house cinema, a twenty-minute bus journey away. Can't stand multiplexes. Comfortable bucket chairs, drinks and food at extortionate prices, virtually every film aimed at gluttonous, popcorn-devouring children, and those damned adults with the viewing habits and mental capacity of the under-14s.

He comes here a few times a week, doesn't mind what he's watching. Tonight, a small and beautiful Korean film. 3 Iron. He finds himself in love with the girl, even though she looks nothing like Jo. Elegy and melancholy, love and sadness. He is entranced, drawn in by the romance. The silence. With beautiful perfection, the lovers never speak.

There are fewer than ten people in the audience, as is often the case, but tonight there is someone special. At first he'd thought it was Jo herself, here in the flesh. She had come here often enough with him in the past, why wouldn't she be here now?

The more he looks, however, the more he sees the differences. It's not Jo, just someone who dares to look like her. Yet he also convinces himself of the similarities. She sits alone, and he wonders what kind of woman goes to the cinema unaccompanied, particularly to such a romantic film? What message is she sending?

It will be dark when they get out; the streets will be quiet. He could talk to her. He could take it a bit further. He imagines leaning in towards her, her hair in his face, breathing her in. Hesitation before he kisses her or touches her. That lovely moment of anticipation. A finger drawn softly across her neck, his lips touching the bottom of her ear.

As the film progresses, he becomes agitated. He is distracted, until eventually the film has lost him. Not a long film, but by the end he cannot wait for it to be over. There's someone in the cinema with whom he has business, and that business knocks everything else from his mind.

And as the credits finally roll, and the woman who might well be Jo rises from her seat, he bides his time, listening to the thumping of his heart. It had been like this the first time with Jo too. And the last.

The cinema is quiet, the few people in attendance with nothing to say, as if influenced by the silence of the principal characters.

The woman who is not Jo is also distracted, also did not allow herself to be completely immersed in the film. As she leaves the cinema, she wonders whether to call her boyfriend – getting as far as taking her mobile from her bag – but at the same time knowing that she will leave it until she gets home.

There is a stupid argument to be continued, and it would have to be continued that evening, but she's prepared to leave it for as long as possible.

However, on this particular evening, she will never reach her front door.
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Monday night, Christmas bash. Private room at the Holiday Inn in the centre of town, well out of our patch. 

It's just after eleven, the party's beginning to break up. You get the sensible crowd who disappear home early, then you can guarantee the remaining hard core will be here until it's time to go to work tomorrow morning. There's always a lottery to get the day off, which I never win, but since Peggy kicked me out, I spend half the year going into work straight from a long night before anyway. One more day just before Christmas won’t make any difference.

The Super is long gone. The chocolates were hardly off the table, and she was out the door. Her old man gets in from D.C. tonight, so she's off back to the mansion in Helensburgh to warm up the bed, though from what they say she'll likely be asleep by the time he shows up.

Herrod looks miserable. Bernadette's probably got a chastity belt on him. They have their two kids and there's no need for any further sex. Every time I meet her, I wonder what on earth he was thinking. On the other hand, one also has to wonder what she was thinking. Maybe, in the blessed name of this year’s Richard Curtis romcom, they were just perfect for each other.

'Same again, Tom?' Dragged from people-watching by the familiar chant. Born This Way is ringing out, the dance floor is alive, and I can't help but notice PC Bathurst, absolutely stunning in a skin-tight white number. She's got a few of her type running after her but I think I might make a go of it myself, over twice her age though I am. Not quite drunk enough yet.

'Aye, please,' I say to the boss. He asks the same of Herrod then walks grimly over to the bar.

Taylor has been on edge all evening. He seems to think that if he lets his concentration slip, he might end up in bed with DS Murphy from Westburn, as he did last year. Don't think he's told Debbie about it, but it's plagued him ever since, and he’s lived for twelve months with guilt as his companion. I suspect, however, that Debbie might not even care.

Time passes in a carnival of noise and alcohol. Herrod drains a Bacardi and Coke.

'Jonah's been saying all month he's not singing Elvis this year,’ he says. ‘It's offensive to the King.'

We both look over at Bloonsbury, the great Elvis apologist; three tables away, spectacularly drunk out of his face on cheap whisky and in the process of making a clown of himself over some young thing from out of our patch.

'Who's that he's drooling over?'

Herrod shrugs. 'Some scrubber from Shettleston.'

'He's got a chance though.'

Herrod grunts, shakes his head and turns away. Jealous.

'Bastard,’ he mutters.

Taylor, the white knight, returns with the alcohol. Notice, with dismay, that he's moved onto orange juice. He parks himself, distributes the drinks, looks darkly around the dance floor. In the midst of the tumult the DJ has for some reason stuck on that tragic ode to delusion, Someone Like You, sending most sane men running to the hills.

'What's up?' I say to Taylor.

He doesn't notice. I repeat it. He looks round, shrugs.

'Debbie.'

I have a horrible feeling that if I pursue my line of enquiry, he's about to get maudlin. None of us want that. Not here, not now. There will be a time and a place.

'Herrod says Jonah isn't going to do Elvis this year. Offensive, apparently.'

Taylor shrugs. Has no thoughts for his fellow DCI.

We look at Bloonsbury, his face now surgically attached to that of his salvation from Shettleston. If she sucks all the alcohol out of him, he might wake up to what he's letting himself in for. I have no idea what she's thinking, though.

We descend further into silence and watch the doings on the dance floor. I could be wrong, but it seems that Constables Forsyth and Bennett are having sex. Hard to tell and I strain to see properly, finally shaking my head ruefully as I get visual confirmation. Well, there we go, what a couple. Those two are players on the dance floor.

This is awful. It’s all awful, everything about it. I know it. I see it unfolding before me. I should go home. Read a book. Go to sleep. Anything but this, this degradation.

I don’t move.

The music comes to a halt, couples detach, apart from the players who waddle over to a dark corner, then the DJ starts exhorting passengers on the ship of fools to step up and sing. Everyone looks at Bloonsbury and the man does not disappoint. Accepting the rapturous and ironic applause, while completely ignoring what he’d previously said to Herrod, he removes himself from his Juliet and makes his way towards the microphone. Mumbles something to the DJ and turns to his audience. Winks and points at the girl. Herrod and I laugh harshly.

And then, as if Elvis is watching and can't stand to be blasphemed, we are treated to divine intervention. A sober officer with a moustache walks through the room. Everyone looks at him. He stands out a mile. Makes his way towards our table. Me and Taylor share a glance and mouth a resigned 'crap' at each other.

Bang goes the night with Bathurst that my wasted brain had started to imagine was some sort of shoo-in. This is the cursed lot of the police officer: to get your life constantly interrupted by work, even when you're not having a good time.

The moustache bends forward, starts shouting into Herrod's ear. Herrod's face drops onto the table and he looks morosely over at Bloonsbury. 'Shall I stay?' he's warbling, and no you bloody well shan't, is the reply. You're obviously out of here, mate, with crime to investigate. Taylor and I immediately brighten up. No pleasure greater than thinking you're about to be dragged off, then finding it's some other poor clown who's in the soup.

Herrod gets up, head shaking and looking like a freezing wet day in Largs. Taylor and I clink glasses and watch him mince over to Elvis and mutter something at him. Then with a 'Fuck's sake' shouted into the microphone, Bloonsbury removes himself from the stage and starts the long trudge back to work. Grabs his coat, gives the girl a grimace, then he and Herrod troop out to the ribald cheering of the rest of us.

It's times like this that make it all worthwhile.

I survey the scene with renewed good humour. Constable Edwards gets up and starts a passable Robbie impersonation, taking his top off as he goes – really, these young chaps should learn to keep everything undercover until they've got some chest hair – and I, flushed with unexpected romantic bravado, decide it's time to make my move on Bathurst.

I down the rest of the glass and excuse myself from Taylor. He nods, doesn't mind – he's smiling at last – and I walk over. She's standing with her back to the wall under a picture of John Lennon in a policeman's helmet – someone's idea of a joke – and looking gorgeous with a glass of clear liquor in her hands. She smiles at me and she's alone. Good start. Like scoring a goal in the first minute. I manage to stop myself doing that drunk thing where you lean on the wall next to the girl and drool on her. Keep a respectful distance.

'How you doing, Evelyn?'

A reasonable opening. Nothing fancy, nothing smart. Nice and easy does it.

She smiles and nods, not intimidated by having a drunk, forty-four-year-old detective sergeant hitting on her.

'I'm fine,' she says. 'You? That's a nice jacket.'

Two-nil.

I smile – there's a lot of smiling going on. I hope nobody's watching, or they might vomit. It's got to be done, though.

'You're not looking too bad yourself.'

'You like this dress?' she says. No, not says, gushes. Her lips are moist, her nipples are hard and straining against the material, her eyes are showing glorious signs of intoxication.

'It's lovely.' I hesitate, think about it; might as well jump in headfirst. 'You're lovely.' Classic.

She laughs. Three-nil. Think she's going to say something, but doesn't. Her eyes say it all though. She's probably heard about me from at least fifteen other women at the station. I'm drunk, horny, and I feel about eighteen-years-old. There's no stopping me now. Caution to the wind. Give it half an hour and she and I’ll be back at my place, drunk, naked, and wild.

'I was thinking of leaving here,' I say. 'All this karaoke crap. Fancy coming back to mine?'

She laughs again. I could drink that laugh.

'I don't think so.'

Uh-oh. Three-one.

'Why not?'

This is where drink gets you. This. Right here. Standing in front of an out-of-your-league attractive and much-too-young woman making an idiot of yourself.

'Well, it wouldn't be right.'

Three-two.

'You think?'

Just be cool. Be like that little Fonzie everyone talks about since Pulp Fiction.

'Well... it'd be like shagging my dad.'

Oh.

An equaliser, a winner and at least fifteen more goals just to rub it in.

She has the decency to look a bit embarrassed but once the ball's in the net, it's in the net. Contemplate a rear-guard action, possibly a scorched earth policy, decide the better of it. Everyone's interests will be best served by a quick and quiet withdrawal.

'Right enough, then,' I say.

She laughs, looks embarrassed again, doesn't say anything. The final whistle blows, I turn my back and walk off. Imagine that every other guy in the place is laughing at me. Find Taylor sitting alone at the table, sullenness having returned.

'Might want to pick someone your own age next time, Tom,’ he says, ruefully.

‘Thanks.’

I shrug and start to make my way to the bar. There's a bubbling annoyance in my head, but that’s just the embarrassment. 'Want something stiffer this time?'

Taylor thinks about it, then says, 'Red Label.'

Right. Off I go, feeling utterly emasculated and determined to get even more tanked out of my face than usual. Look to the middle of the floor to watch Edwards nearing the end of his Robbie Williams. Not surprisingly, he's completely naked. He may have no chest hair, but at least his knob is in fine form.
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Tuesday morning, the top end of Cambuslang, nearly to Halfway. A cordoned-off road, with the usual ghouls a few hundred yards away.

The body's long gone, and will currently be under the knives of Baird and Balingol, this year's pathologists. Butchery with a sharp knife and a smile. I didn't see it, of course. Only got here this morning. Herrod said it was horrific. A bloody mess. Shredded. Glad I missed it. Dead bodies give me too many flashbacks, and I have a hard enough time keeping all those buried memories in their place as it is.

Crawled in, massively hung over, just after eight this morning, to find the station had gone berserk. A major murder just before Christmas. All hands on deck, with Bloonsbury in charge of the sinking ship. Very brave. He's back there now, coordinating. Taylor's been roped in as well, not too happy about having to answer to the call of drunken Jonah, but that's the way it has to be. Seniority.

They didn't do much last night, but the shit's flying this morning. House to house all the way up this street, and back out along the main road. They'll branch out soon, see what they can get from the surrounding area.

At the moment they're estimating the time of death between ten and eleven-thirty. Most of these people were in their beds by then, or watching TV. The drudgery of normal life. The body was found by some bloke about to take the dog for a walk. Didn't recognise her, such was the disfigurement of her face, but we've since learned that he knows her. We'll ask the right questions. You never know what people will do, but instinct says it wasn't him. The guy's in shock. He'll probably need therapy – it's the modern way. If he can find someone to sue, he'll do that as well. These days you can't solve anything in life without employing a psychotherapist, a solicitor and a life coach. The supermarkets'll be offering those services soon.

Herrod's up the other end of the street, house to house. In a better frame of mind this morning. He enjoys murder. Thinks it justifies his existence. Sometimes you'd think he'd commit murder, just to give us all something to investigate.

Bathurst is out there somewhere too. Saw her briefly this morning and she was decent enough not to give me a 'made a tube of yourself last night, didn't you?' smile. Very professional, although she just looked miserable.

PC Edwards approaches, closed notebook in hand, looking like a man who stripped naked in front of his peers last night, and is regretting every minute. He was another one to make a move on Bathurst, I believe, and was no more successful than I.

'Didn't get much sleep, eh, Constable?'

He shakes his head. Silly bastard.

'Nice y-fronts, by the way. Think you'll ever get them back?'

He shifts uncomfortably. Itching to tell me where to go, I suspect. Can't, of course, so he goes for the quick change of subject.

'There's a woman over here you might like to speak to, sir. Knew the deceased.'

Fair enough. Can't spend too much time laughing at young constables when there's been a murder. I nod and follow him to a terraced house, not far from the close where the body was discovered. Perhaps the street won't be such a barren desert of non-information after all.

Don't feel up to interrogation, and hope the woman wasn't a close friend of the victim who'll spend the interview crying. That's how it is nowadays. Everybody cries. We have the blessed Diana to thank for making it respectable. Or, at least, those who murdered her.

Walk into the front room. Ground floor house, where the sun never shines. Maybe in late afternoon. A drab little room, a few desultory Christmas decorations, and a drab young woman sitting in the middle of it, looking as if she's upset because she's run out of Frosties. A cup of tea held between the hands, TV on, sound off.

I sit down opposite, and she notices me for the first time. Constable Edwards stands by the door.

'Detective Sergeant Hutton,' I say.

She nods, drinks a noisy sip from her tea, looks at the silent television.

'Mrs. Eileen Sprott,' volunteers Edwards from the door.

Hold my hand up to him. See him nod and retreat further behind that rough exterior. Other things to think about, such as how to explain to his fiancée all those photographs of him naked which have probably already start turning up on the Internet. We polis are an unforgiving lot.

Mind on the job.

'I understand you knew Miss Keller.'

Wonder who's been dispatched to inform the parents. Hope it's not Bloonsbury himself. 

She looks at me, another noisy slurp.

'Well, aye. Not that well, but. Used to get the same bus from town sometimes.'

'And when was the last time?'

'Last night, you know. She seemed happy enough. Well, you know, not great, but then, why should any bastard be that happy? It's a shit life, in't it? Now she's dead. Can't believe it.'

'Where d'you get the bus from?'

'Buchanan Street. I work in a jewellers in the arcade, and she worked in Frasers, something like that. Part time, I think. Saw her about town sometimes, but we weren't that friendly. You know.'

The automatic distancing. Doesn't want to associate too closely with the victim. A little bit of dishonesty never did anyone any harm, and it means she's less likely to go to pieces on me.

'And did you go out much in the evenings or weekends?'

'Do I go out much? Who d'you think I am? Billy No Mates?'

'Not you.’ Jesus. ‘Did you go out with Miss Keller?'

'Oh.'

Really?

'Naw, naw, not much. Every now and again, you know, but not often.'

'When was the last time?'

'A couple of weekends ago. I can't remember.'

'Did she say anything on the bus yesterday about what she was going to do last night?'

'Aye, that's the thing. She says she was going to the pictures, you know, that wee one along the road. The one that shows all that foreign shite. I was having a right go at her, so I was.'

'She say who she was going with?'

'Aye. Some bloke.'

'Any idea who it might've been?'

'Not sure really, you know. Some guy she's seen a few times. Think he's from around here somewhere, you know, Cam'slang, but I'm not sure.'

'Had you ever seen him?'

'Naw, naw. I joked with her about getting a look at the guy, you know, but I hadn't seen him. She says he was good looking, but you never know, do you? I used to think my Malky was good looking, but look at the bastard now.'

Automatically find myself looking around to see if there's a photo of Malky. She slurps her tea, then her eyes light up and she looks at the TV. Follow her gaze. It's some young, sun-tanned guy I've never seen before, and you can tell she's itching to turn the sound up. Time to leave her to it.

'Well, thanks very much, Mrs. Sprott. We'll need you to come to the station later to make a statement.'

'Why? What have I done?'

'You haven't done anything. It's just procedure.' I love that innate trust of the polis. Course, she's right.

'Oh.' Looks back at the TV. Time to go.

I nod at Edwards, he opens the door and out we go, back into the cold of early morning. As we close the door behind us the TV is turned back up, and Mrs. Sprott goes about the business of forgetting everything she knows about Ann Keller.

We stand outside the house and take a look up the street. At least twenty officers milling around doing the thing. Most of them will come up empty, but every now and again you get something like I just did. Put it all together, and you never know. There's a long way to go, and most of it'll be pretty boring. I start to trudge off, head down, wishing for once that I had a cup of tea, rather than a vodka and tonic.

'Why didn't you ask about Malky?' says Edwards, one pace behind.

I stop and look at him, shaking the head.

'Get me a cup of tea, please, Constable.'

He looks chastened and walks off.

Because I'm hungover and I didn't think to, that's why I didn't ask about Malky. But he doesn't need to know that.
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Almost four-thirty and there's about fifteen of us in the room. What will become the daily roundup, assuming this thing isn't solved inside the first day. Waiting for Bloonsbury to arrive and take charge. He's in with Miller giving her all the latest, and probably getting his balls roasted for not having caught the killer yet.

So, he'll get shredded in there, then after this briefing he'll have to go out and face the hounds of the press, when he'll likely get shredded again. He'll consider this a pleasant interlude.

They've got the photographs on the wall. Before and after, and it's not noticeably the same woman. Sure, we get murder in these parts, although this is Glasgow not Juarez; but not like this. Domestic, casual, accidental, thuggery, we get them every now and again, a few a year. But this; violent, savage, psychotic.

Most of the folks around here are out of their depth. You can tell. They have the look. I wish I was there, out of my depth with them. I may not want to look at those photographs, I may hate the fact that this kind of death has found its way onto our patch, but I've seen worse in the flesh. The bloody, torn and shattered flesh. And every one of those damned photographs takes me back, which is why I'm not looking at them.

Dear old Bloonsbury must be panicking over this one, and God knows what state he's in, given the alcoholic abyss into which he's been plummeting these last few years.

There's some muted conversation, but not much. Not with this on, not with those pictures on the wall. We're all waiting for Bloonsbury so we can go out and get on with it, or go home and try to forget it for the night. Be thankful it wasn't our wife or daughter or whoever that had their entire body slashed to pieces, and hope that it doesn't happen again before we catch the animal who did it.

My domestic arrangements, such as they are, keep intruding as well. It's inane, but you can't stop it. Still no idea what to get Rebecca for her Christmas. Seeing them tomorrow, although at this rate I might have to cancel. Pizza and presents, and I'll hand over the gift for their mother and hope I get something back. Gone a bit over the top this year. Diamond earrings, just under five hundred quid out of some place in town. Money I can't afford for a present for my ex-wife who's seeing someone else. I don't think I'm trying to get her back, but then why else am I spending the money?

The door opens, and I’m torn from my worsening morosity. DCI Bloonsbury, looking as if he's just been savaged. Think he needs hospitalised. He's a big man, six-five maybe. Back row forward in his day, played a Scotland trial. Nearly made it, although in those days all you got for playing rugby was a lot of sore joints and absurd ears. Well, the way he walks now he certainly got the sore joints. I'm five ten and I could head butt the guy without needing to stretch. He's got the ruddy face of the alcoholic, and looks way beyond fifty-three. The man's a disaster, but somehow, he's been managing to get by the past couple of years.

There was a time last year when he was almost done. His wife had just upped and left him for a plumber from Dundee, taking the kids and everything else of worth in the family. Bloonsbury went over the edge, yet somehow managed to claw his way back. Got a lot of help. He's a bit of a hero round here, for one reason or another. Used to be the star, and people still want to look up to him, even though more and more of us are seeing through him.

So, this was his crowning glory from last year. Just as he was at his lowest ebb, he came up with a beauty. Big murder case out this end of Glasgow. A young woman got one in the neck from some ski-masked fucker with a kitchen knife. The feeling that he was going to be a repeat murderer quickly grew, women all over the city were panicking, and we were looking useless. Bloonsbury was in charge, the investigation seemingly stuck in neutral, and then boom, out of nowhere, the big man put it together, made the breakthrough, and we got the guy. Some demented head-twitcher from the west end who denied it all the way to the joint, but we had him. Enough evidence to put away a thousand murderers.

Bloonsbury was the hero, feted in the papers, got that ugly mug on TV, had all sorts of people queuing up to suck him off. Don't know how he did it, given the state he was in at the time, but it was good to see. Trouble is, of course, he's been getting all the big ones ever since, and not been doing too well. This'll be the last chance, and it’s tough not to imagine him hitting the bottle even harder. Maybe, if he's lucky, his liver'll give out and he'll die before he can blow it.

He comes to the front of the room, looking like shit. Stares at us, we stare back. You can see he would rather just be down the pub staring at a full bottle of Glen Ord, or one of these other single malts he occasionally fancies himself as being able to tell the difference between.

'Right then, gentlemen,' he says, ignoring the five women, 'all the facts. What have we got? Herrod?'

Herrod looks to his notebook.

'Victim, Ann Keller. Dark brown hair, twenty-seven, bit of a looker. Had two part-time jobs. Ancillary at the Victoria, sales at Frasers in Buchanan Street. Worked in the shop on Monday, was due in the hospital today.' He pauses, looks through the notes. Try not to let my mind wander, having heard all this stuff already. 'Went to the Classic cinema to see some foreign film.'

Herrod can't distinguish between countries. Never been abroad. There's British, and there's foreign. I talked to him about the Balkans once. But just the once. Knew not to do it again.

'She was due to go with her boyfriend, one Christopher James from Cambuslang, although the usherette remembers her as being on her own. He claims to have cancelled the date.'

Bloonsbury blurts in. 'You been speaking to him, Dan?'

'Been in with him most of the afternoon,' says Taylor. 'No alibi for last night. Stayed in, watched telly. Can describe what was on, but that doesn't mean anything. Looks pretty upset. Forensics have been over his flat, we'll see what they come up with. I'm guessing it'll be nothing. Don't think he's our man.'

'Why didn't he go to the pictures?'

'They had a fight. Something to do with a necklace given to her by an ex-boyfriend.'

'Got a name?'

'Looking into it. We'll find him, get him in.'

'Could he have made the story up? Deflect attention, and all that?'

All right, it's a low bar, but this is Bloonsbury a heck of a lot more switched on than he's been in months. Maybe he's going to go for this one. Wants to be the hero again. Get his name in the papers.

'Don't know. We'll talk to the guy, see what we come up with.'

'Right. Herrod, what else?'

Herrod looks pissed off. I sometimes wonder if he reveres Bloonsbury or hates the sight of him. Or both. Then there are the times when I realise I don’t really care either way. They deserve each other.

'She leaves the pictures, walks home. Ten-minute walk, she never gets there. Somewhere along the way she’s accosted, strangled, stabbed.' Looks at his notebook. 'A hundred and twenty-five times, mostly in the face and chest.' Jesus. Herrod looks at the women, slightly embarrassed, as if they might be delicate. Old fashioned, Herrod. 'He pulled her into a close entrance before he did it, then left the body where he killed her. Found by some poor bastard who lives on the third floor. The deed couldn't have been done more than three or four minutes. The guy checks out, by the way.'

Silence. We're all mad, tough bastards here, but this kind of thing’s always going to grab you by the balls, regardless of how many thugs you've arrested. Regardless of how many bodies you've seen decapitated and dumped in a pile in the middle of a forest.

'Why do you suppose he did that?' says Bloonsbury.

'What?'

'Stab her over a hundred times.'

'I don't fucking know, do I?' says Herrod bluntly. I can't help smiling at that, but quickly wipe it off.

'Aye, right, fine. Any ideas people?' asks Bloonsbury looking around the room.

DS Harrison speaks up. An attractive woman, Eileen, and as an extra bonus she's lesbian, making her one of the few women around here that I've not made an idiot of myself over.

'He knew her, hated her, got carried away with an act of vengeance.'

'Maybe,' says Bloonsbury. Never know with the guy if he's being cagey or slow.

I shrug and decide to participate. 'The guy was hardly rational. From the ferocity of the attack, we know he lost it. Lost control. You stab someone over a hundred times, you're not thinking straight. Makes it hard to work out his motivation.'

Bloonsbury sighs, shakes his head. 'Aye, I suppose you're right.' Starts rubbing his eye. The man needs a drink. 'I'll speak to that doctor, what's his name?'

'Arkansas,' volunteers a voice from the floor.

'Aye, right, how could I forget a stupid name like that? All right, anything else? Did the knobs at pathology have anything illuminating to tell us?'

Herrod. 'Aye. Apparently, she'd had sex yesterday afternoon. There were still traces of semen,' and he looks shyly around the women-folk again, 'you know, inside her. Timing-wise, unrelated to the murder. From that we've got male, mid-thirties, blood group AB neg, and that's our lot.'

I tell you, Baird and Balingol are something else. How did they manage to work out that the guy's male just from his semen?

'Ties in with the boyfriend, presumably,' says Bloonsbury, looking at Taylor.

'Aye,' says Taylor. 'Did it in the afternoon, in the toilets in his work in town, he says. It was after that she told him about the present from her ex. They argued, the usual thing. She left without it being resolved whether he'd go to the cinema. He thought about it, decided not to.'

'Right,' says Bloonsbury.

He looks around the room, not sure where else to go with this.

'Right,' he says again, 'this is a sick bastard we've got here. People are going to be shitting their pants, so we need this guy off the streets before Christmas. So, I know we've all got things to do at this time of year, but the quicker we get this out the way, the more time we can spend on enjoying ourselves. So, let's give it everything we've got for the next couple of days.'

Very inspiring.

'Right. We've got descriptions of the lassie going out on the news, phone lines open, and all that. You all know what you're doing, so get out there and get on with it. I've got to go and speak to the papers.'

The meeting starts to break up. All hands on deck. Let's hope there's no more crime in the area for the next few days. Bloonsbury leads the way out of the room and then we all start to shuffle after him. Taylor puts his hand on my shoulder.

'I need a drink, Tom. You coming?'

Where better to increase pressure in the investigation than from the pub? I nod and lead the way. The group disperses around the station, each with things to do. Not much conversation. All this is very intense. The thought that at some stage we're going to come face to face with this guy. And if we don't, it's because we'll have fucked it.

Almost out the door when Sergeant Ramsey stops my steady progress towards the first vodka tonic of the day.

'Got something for you, Tom.'

'What?'

'Aggravated assault in Westburn. Your show.'

Fuck.

Taylor shrugs. 'See you in a couple of hours, Sergeant. I'll still be there.'

Aye, right.
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Superintendent Charlotte Miller is forty-nine, and therefore younger than a lot of the chief inspectors at her fingertips. This is, no surprise, a source of friction. Most of these guys are in their early fifties, they're not going anywhere, and they're from the 'women should be in the kitchen, either doing the washing up, or getting taken over the table in a porn video' generation. Confronted with a woman who is a) smarter than them, b) in a position to tell them what to do, c) going places they can't even dream about, and d) much, much better looking, most of them spend their days in a foul mood, dumping on delinquent constables. And sergeants.

Point d) may seem the most trivial and sexist of the lot, but you have to be realistic. If this woman looked like one of those 1970's Czechoslovak shot putters, chewed tobacco and bent iron bars with her teeth, I'm sure they could cope with it a lot better. But she's a dream. I'd have her before any of these strapping, ball-crushing constables that pass through here – even the good-looking ones like Bathurst – but there's no way Miller’s going anywhere near the likes of me. It's not because she's married, because faithful she ain't. It's a power thing. She goes for people in power, people that can do things for her. And note that – people. Not just men.

Gorgeous and bisexual. Holy crap. Seriously, any time you meet a woman like that, it's like they've been invented. By me. The chances of me, Miller and another gorgeous woman all ending up in bed together might be nil, but at least they're not as nil as they would be if she wasn't bisexual in the first place.

Look, don't sneer. We've all got an imagination, and this is how I choose to exercise mine. What do any of us think about, comforting ourselves to sleep at night in a Walter Mitty-esque fantasy?

Things did change a little between Miller and I a few months ago. I guess I'd always had the same opinion of her as most of the other men around here – that vague mixture of suspicion, jealousy and lust – then one day I blundered into her office without knocking just as she was changing to go out to an official lunch.

It was late summer. She'd been wearing a white blouse and I'm guessing, a white bra, and I walked in on her as she had both of them off and was standing by her desk in trousers and nothing else. As I entered, she was bending over, but she straightened up, made no attempt to cover herself and looked at me as if she wasn't standing there topless.

It was a weird moment. We stared at each other for a long time; although, obviously, when I say we stared at each other, I mean she looked me in the eye while I stared at her breasts. I knew it was wrong, but by God I couldn't stop. I was keen to look her in the eye, I really was, but all I could do was stare at her breasts, thinking, holy mother of all Jesus, those are the most magnificent breasts I've ever seen in my life, I want those breasts. I couldn't speak, because all I would have said was, Wow, look at your breasts, or Have you seen your breasts, they're amazing or something equally stupid. So, I stood there, mouth slightly open, staring at her breasts, until she said, 'Sergeant?' and the spell was broken.

I finally managed to look her in the eye, said, 'It can wait,' and left, closing the door behind me.

I remember walking out into the station thinking that it was utterly bizarre that a man – me – who had seen so many breasts in his life, should be so enamoured by any pair of breasts, but I was hooked. Must admit that I’ve viewed her with a lot more respect since then.

That's probably wrong, isn't it?

She's married to a boring suit called Frank, who sells oatcakes or some shit like that abroad. So the guy's never here, which gives her plenty of time for bridge building. Met the bloke a couple of times and nearly fell asleep talking to him. One of the camel coat Ibrox brigade, turns up there about once a season and talks as if he knows a shit-tonne about Scottish football, when in truth he doesn't know any more than any other comedian who supports the Rangers. Believe he's got designs on becoming a director, and they're welcome to each other.

It's nearly ten o'clock and me and Taylor are sitting in the pub. I've just arrived, having smoked my fiftieth of the day on the way here. Taylor's been here since about five. Given that, he's remarkably cogent. Probably been making a pint last a few hours, since there was no one here to buy him a round.

The aggravated assault was the usual thing. Domestic, brothers, one of them ended up in hospital, the other's in a holding cell back at the station. They were fighting over a woman, which is no surprise, and she played the innocent, desperately concerned third party throughout. Playing one off against the other, and if any of them should be in the slammer, it's her.

'Your round,' says Taylor, with the detective's eye for detail. I think I could dispute that but choose not to bother. Make my way to the bar, catch the eye of the sultry barperson, Agnes.

'Vodka tonic, and a pint of heavy,' I say, and she nods and goes about her business. It's a quiet night, there's no one else within hearing range and I wonder whether I should go for it. She's wearing a tight white top, displaying adequate amounts of cleavage, and as she bends down to retrieve the tonic from the fridge, I get a good view
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