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For Mammy




CHAPTER 1

5 days

Sid Vicious is under the table waiting to see if there’s any dropped food. When Nana isn’t looking, I kick him. Right in the belly.

‘That poor dog must be bursting,’ Nana says. ‘Will you no take him out, Janey?’

She says this every day but I can’t, not any more. It’s Sid’s fault that I found the dead body.




CHAPTER 2

The police want to interview Janey again. The wee soul has told them everything, so what in God’s name do they want from her?

My nerves are shot so we sit upstairs on the bus so I can smoke. It’s full fare at this time of day and no doubt Tottie-Heid will dock my wages when he finds I’m away. It was nice of Cathy to take over, especially with all that mess in the Gents. She’s been one of the good ones through this. It’s funny because I’ve never liked her much. Same with Mrs Khan on the tenth floor, no a word between us in years then this happens and she’s bringing food and wee treats for Janey. Funny.

Janey’s sitting cooried in tight beside me, the way she used to as a wean. Every now and then I feel her twitch, like Sid Vicious dreaming about rabbits. It’s been happening since the day at the old railway and I’m no even sure she notices it.

‘Look at this one sitting behind us, the shoes on him,’ I say to try and give her a laugh, ‘like those clowns with the big banana feet.’

‘Clowns,’ she says, no even bothering to look. ‘Do you think it’ll be the baldy policeman again, Nana?’

‘I don’t know, sweetheart. He’s no so bad, is he?’ Janey looks at me from under her fringe. It’s desperately needing cut and I’m embarrassed no to have noticed. ‘This Saturday, Miss Eveline’s. Shampoo and set for me, and flicks like the blonde lassie in Abba for you. What do you say?’ The electricity bill can wait.

‘It was ages ago I wanted flicks. I can’t stand Abba.’

It doesn’t seem that long since she and the Callaghan lassie were showing me their Abba routine. What was the song again? They had all the dance moves. Couldn’t sing for toffee right enough but I clapped and cheered and said they were stars. ‘The Dance Queen’, is that it? Christ, what’s wrong with me these days? This past two weeks seems to have brought back memories I don’t want and shoved everything else to the side.

I reach over and move the fringe from Janey’s face, thick black hair like her poor daddy. There’s a smell from the back of the bus, the heat’s making it worse, and I feel bad about leaving Cathy to deal with the toilet. Somebody must’ve emptied their whole stomach last night. Stuart’s likely serving slops on the fly again. Tottie-Heid pretends that doesn’t happen in his pub. Turns a blind eye to everything that man, except the staff. He’s got it in for the Catholics and likely I’m only there to offend with Pope jokes. What can I do though? No many people want pensioners and it’s cash in hand.

Janey stares out the bus window. Since her first class at school, every single teacher has complained about her constant talking. Oh, they all say, she’s bright enough and popular too, but she needs to stop chattering. Stopped now all right. Breaks my heart to sit here and no a word.

‘Here, is that no him you like?’ I try again. ‘What’s his name from The Star War? Mr Kirk, is it? The one with the ears. See there, outside Woolworths.’

‘Everything about that’s wrong,’ she says and even that teeny smile makes her face shine. ‘It’s Star Trek, it’s Mr Spock and no way would he be in Glasgow.’ She tells me about the actor and where he lives in America and about the film they’re making. But then the silence again and I know she’s back thinking about the murdered woman.

I had to collect her from school and she’s still in her uniform. I worry whether sending her back was the right thing.

For a week after it happened, the two of us stayed home in that dark place that comes after a death when time stops and you can’t see to anything any more. Then Tottie-Heid sent word that if I wasn’t back on Monday morning, he was getting a new cleaner. I thought it would help Janey to be at school with her pals. But I don’t know, I just don’t know what’s for the best.

The heat is going for my ankles and the strap on my sandals has burst again. It’d be just the thing if it came flying off in front of these police and me with big sausage feet. Need to stop in at the Red Shop for glue when we get back. I wonder if I’ve enough in my purse to get Janey an ice lolly.

‘Give me your jacket off, hen, and I’ll carry it. You must be sweating.’

‘I’m cold, Nana. Freezing.’

Janey takes my hand outside the police station and I’m glad of it because it’s no just the police making me sick with worry, it’s this feeling.

A day or two after finding the body, she asked if I’d ever done anything bad.

‘Jeez-oh, aye. Plenty. But see most bad things? Most of them are just mistakes, daft mistakes that people make. You’re no meaning to be bad, no often anyway.’

‘Even big sins? Are they just mistakes?’ she said, and I thought she was talking about the murderer.

But here’s the thing, the thing I can’t shake. She’s been to Confession three times since that day. What does a twelve-year-old have to confess?




CHAPTER 3

13 days

The police keep us waiting for ages on plastic seats that smell of pish. Nana’s nearly finished a whole packet of Embassy Regal and the smoke curls round her head, the same wispy grey as her perm. There’s a tramp walking up and down, muttering and swearing, and Nana gives him her last fag. She’s like that with tramps and jakeys, talking to them about dead normal stuff like the weather and the terrible price of pies these days. He’s got fingers missing and I don’t want to look at the stumpy bits but I keep staring. Same with his trousers.

A policewoman comes to get us. My legs are sweat-sticky and there’s a farty noise when I stand. Nana nudges me but I don’t laugh.

The policewoman is the one who tells me to call her Val.

‘How’s things, Jane?’ This is the third time we’ve met and she still can’t get my name right. ‘You must be excited about going up to Big School after the summer,’ Val says.

Big School, what a diddy.

I walk close behind Nana who’s doing a weird shuffle with one of her feet. Val takes us up a lot of stairs to a room with no windows. Two days after I found the body, they came to our flat to ask their questions, so maybe now they know. Maybe this is the bit where they say they know.

Baldy’s sitting at a table, waiting. He doesn’t wear a police uniform, just ordinary man clothes. Not really ordinary, more posh, with a tie and shirt. He shakes Nana’s hand and says he appreciates us coming in.

‘I don’t know how yous can’t give us peace,’ Nana goes. ‘The wean told you everything.’ She knows I’m no a wean but I see what she’s doing.

‘It’s routine, Mrs Devine. Just in case she’s remembered something.’

‘Witnesses often recall details at a later date and our Jane is a very smart girl,’ Val says and smiles like she’s my friend or something.

That day, I call it Dummy Railway Day cos that’s where it happened, Val had taken me into a cubicle at the police station to clean up cos I’d wet my pants. I heard her outside, talking to a man who wanted to know if the witness was any use. ‘Doubt it,’ Val said, ‘she’s from Possilpark. Bloody lucky if she can remember her own address.’

‘My name’s no Jane. It’s Janey,’ I tell her and she makes out she’s writing that down with an invisible pencil. Diddy.

We sit across from Baldy and he tells us he’s going to record the interview. I suddenly need the toilet and maybe that’s why all the chairs in here stink.

‘Recording started fourteen-thirty hours, Friday, 27th April 1979. Case number …’ blah blah blah ‘… Janey Rizzo Devine, date of birth 9th March 1967, residing at Flat 8B …’

Rizzo was my da’s name, Vincent Rizzo. It’s my real name and I prefer it but I guess Devine isn’t too bad. Miss Cox has the worst name a teacher could have.

‘Also present, Mrs Margaret Mary Devine, grandmother—’ There’s a bit of palaver and Baldy has to switch off the tape. ‘It’s just for the record, Mrs Devine.’

‘Aye, well, now it’s on the record. I’m no Margaret. Always Maggie. And God help anybody that Peggy’s me.’

Baldy sighs and drags his hands across his huge shiny head. He’s probably got hair but shaves it off cos he thinks he’s Kojak. His name turns out to be Detective Alistair Baxter. He lights a cigarette and gives one to Nana. Val is standing behind us, guarding the door. She must be pure melting in that heavy uniform. I touch my pinkie and blink twice, the trick we did as wee kids when we made a wish. But she doesn’t faint.

‘I want to start at the point where you go to Martin Gillespie’s door, hen,’ Baldy says at last.

Everybody’s ready. There’s a scab on my knee that’s exactly thirteen days old. I pick it just enough for a tiny blob of blood to appear. And now I’m ready too.

Martin opened his door. He was in his pyjamas, proper Star Wars ones, not fakes from the market. He gets nice clothes cos his da works on the rigs.

‘I can’t come, Janey. We’re going to the Botanics.’

I was raging cos I got up early. ‘You’re going to miss the Spitfire then.’ The firework was a belter. I found it near the bins, all nicely wrapped in toilet roll and poly bags. Somebody must’ve planked it and forgot.

‘Can you no wait? It’ll be a mental explosion in The Screke,’ Martin said.

‘It’s no my fault, you’re the one messing up.’ I was kind of wanting to go with them, the Gillespies are nearly my family, but he didn’t ask. He’d brought a bit of gammon out for Sid Vicious and was making him give a paw. I was pure huffy but Martin still did the chant, ‘Sing like Johnny Rotten, sing like Johnny Rotten.’ I joined in and Sid howled. Martin was knotting hisself when he closed the door.

The Dummy Railway used to be real and the tracks stretch for miles. Even though it’s all grass now with places to hide and climb, hardly anybody plays down there. When you get down the embankment, there’s a weird quietness, like the air is too thick or something. There’s stuff lying about that nobody wants to look at, manky nudie magazines and mattresses with stains that give you the boak. Nana’s likely the only person that remembers when the trains ran and sometimes I worry about her being so ancient.

I followed Sid through the gap in the railings. The jaggy nettles there are murder but Sid goes mental off the lead and crashed through them, bouncing all the way down the embankment to the tracks. It hadn’t been raining but my shoes still squelched in the mush between the rotted sleepers.

The plan was to light the firework in The Screke, an old tunnel that’s top secret. There’s a bend in the middle of The Screke that takes all the light away and the echoes are loud enough to ache your teeth. The big dare is to scream all the way through it but without running. Nobody ever manages because even if you don’t believe the stuff about ghosts and evil skeletons, you still have to watch for glue-sniffers and drunks. I was thinking I’d wait for Martin after all.

Sid was way ahead and I had to run to catch up. He was making growly noises behind a rosehip bush, itchy-coos we call them because of the way the buds stick to your skin. Maybe I would pick some to shove down stupid Martin’s stupid pyjamas. But there was a stink.

‘You better not be rolling in keech again,’ I said out loud.

I wasn’t scared when I saw her, not at first. She was lying face up and her legs were apart but at a weird angle. You could see right away that she was dead. There was a droning sound but I think that was just inside me. I didn’t stop, just kept walking towards her like it was any ordinary thing. Her feet were bare and dirty and I looked around but couldn’t see her shoes. I don’t know why her shoes mattered. Then I knelt down beside her. That’s when the wee bit of broken glass went into my knee.

‘Why did you kneel down, Janey?’ The police always ask this.

‘I don’t know. I just thought …’ I thought she wanted somebody with her, I thought she was maybe lonely. But I don’t say this because it makes me sound a bit mental.

‘This is the point that you touch Samantha Watson’s dress.’

My face goes bright red. ‘There was blood all over her tummy and her, her, down there. She had no pants on.’ I feel Nana’s hand on my shoulder. She reaches forward and wipes my knee with her hanky. I’ve gone too far picking the scab.

‘And you don’t know how long you waited?’ Baldy asks. I shrug. Long enough to see a big fat bluebottle crawl out of her mouth.

‘Have you remembered seeing anyone walking near the embankment?’ Val asks. I shrug again, and she makes a tutting noise. I really don’t like Val. ‘Could you try to describe how Miss Watson looked?’

My leg starts shaking and blood from the scab plops onto the floor. Red, shiny blood. The blood on Samantha was not red. Her dress was sodden in thick dark sludge, oozing over the bright polka dots. And it smelled. Why did her blood smell? Why was it so dark? Black puddles of blood all round her body.

‘No,’ I say, way too loudly. I stand and the plastic chair makes a big clatter and they are all staring, but I’m no talking about that. No way, no for anybody.

‘Right, that’s it,’ Nana says. ‘Yous already know about the taxi driver who called your mob. So there’s nothing more to be said.’ Nana’s wee and a bit fat but when she’s angry, she looks pretty hard. She lifts her handbag and shuffles over to square up to Val. Sometimes Nana is better than all the mums and dads in the world. All the time, really.

‘Mrs Devine, please,’ Baldy says. ‘Janey, hen, sit down and tell us about the taxi. You absolutely sure it was moving? Gonnae talk us through that bit again.’

‘I don’t— I don’t really remember how I got to the main road.’ It’s like one of those dreams where the bits don’t join up and you know there’s a chunk missing.

‘But you are sure it was Balmore Road?’ asks Val. She reminds me of the snobby Andrea, always putting up her hand in class.

‘The taxi,’ Baldy says. I hope he’s angry at Val for showing off.

‘It nearly hit me. That’s how I know it was moving. The driver got out and shouted at me to get off the effin road,’ I say effin because Nana doesn’t stand for swearing unless it’s about Orangemen, ‘but then he was staring at me, and he took my hand and sat me on the pavement. He pulled his taxi over and brought me one of those tartan blankets. He said he was Alex, Taxi Alex, and did something bad happen.’

‘Did he mention the body first? Think hard, hen.’

‘No,’ I say, ‘it was me that told him about, about—’

‘Did Alex Finlayson look clean to you?’

‘Clean?’

‘Any mud or stains on his clothes?’

I close my eyes to remember better. Taxi Alex was chewing Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit. He had very rubbery hands and his voice was high, not like a man talking. He talked a lot, on and on and on, but I can’t remember what about.

‘I think he was clean. Maybe some dirt on his shoes.’

Baldy is writing all the time, the words like toaty blue earwigs crawling over his notebook. I want to go home.

‘Did the taxi driver leave you alone at all?’ he says, adding more earwigs.

‘Just a wee while. He went to look over the bridge at the Dummy Railway. When he came back he gave me a Wham.’

‘He gave you a what?’

‘It’s a sweetie,’ Nana says, and does a look cos taking sweets is not on.

‘It was for shock, Nana.’

‘This Alex character. Yous looking at him?’ she asks, her mouth doing that tight thing where it looks drawn on. ‘Is this no supposed to be gangland related? The papers are saying Samantha Watson’s father has connections to the Eggman and—’

‘We can’t discuss that, Mrs Devine.’ Baldy sits back on his chair and tugs at his trouser knees. Men do that, even priests and they don’t really count as men. Maybe they think it makes them look important. Or maybe their trousers just don’t fit right. ‘OK, Janey, last question. Can you tell us anything else about that day? Anything at all?’

He’s looking right into my face now.

‘No,’ I lie.




CHAPTER 4

Tottie-Heid is in the snug with a Daily Record: Murder and Crime Family Pull-out Special spread on the table. He’s like a wean with a comic.

‘Stuart, ’mere,’ he shouts to the barman. ‘Check these pictures. See what a lovely-looking lassie she was.’

Stuart catches my eye. He’s in a bit of a state.

Of all the staff at The Glen, without a doubt Cathy’s got it the worst. Behind the bar, Tottie-Heid squeezing in tight, making out that he’s only touching to move her out the way. Cathy can’t afford to say a thing, no with three weans and one of them not right. But I feel for Stuart too, forced to listen to this shite just because he’s a man. As long as there’s hair on your chin, you’re always one of the boys, always part of the team. Stuart sits, a big skinny-malinky with a glass of Irn-Bru, wishing he was miles away. Poor soul, AA and working here. He doesn’t stand a chance.

I start thinking about my three brothers sent to war and only Finn, the youngest, came back, bringing that ear of his. Some men never stand a chance. I need to wipe my eyes but my hands are manky.

‘Always a waste when they’re gorgeous,’ Tottie-Heid says and lowers his head. It’s nowhere near opening time but his teeny eyes are already clouding from the drink, his spongy nose shining. What gives that dung-heap of a man the right to drool over Samantha Watson, making judgements, as if she was nothing more than a nice vase that somebody took a hammer to?

‘Of course, Ah’m well quoted with Billy Watson, well quoted,’ he says. ‘If you ask me, the murder wis come-back. Billy Watson’s messed wi the wrong people.’ As if he knows anything.

‘Is it right Watson works for yon Edgar brothers?’ Stuart says. ‘Sees to their money?’

‘Aye, so Ah’ve been tolt. Duncan Edgar, the Eggman, he owns that Ashfield Cabs up the road there. Billy does his accounts, his dirty accounts if you get ma meaning. Right-hand man to the Edgars, so he is.’ Tottie-Heid turns a page in the Record and points to a photograph, taken from miles away. ‘See that big cunt in the hat? Top man in the MacQuarrie family. He’s got it in for the brother, Jimmy Edgar. If the MacQuarries are in a war wi the Edgars, Billy’s lassie wis just collateral. No doubts.’

He sees I’ve stopped to listen. ‘Away and see to the mopping, stupid face.’

My husband used to speak to me like that, and after Donald Devine, I swore I’d never let another man order me about, yet here I am, kowtowing to Tottie-Heid.

I move to the bar and start. It wasn’t too many years ago that The Glen had sawdust on the floors and I still find it lodged in cracks in the lino. It’s no a popular pub, and the hard wood chairs, decrepit tables and mean wee strip lights seem to match Tottie-Heid’s personality. There’s a gloom that stops the young yins coming in and most daytime customers are the two-bob mob who smoke dowts off the street, the dedicated drinkers who wouldn’t even notice if the place was on fire.

When I empty the ashtrays, I find the Snotterer has been in again. Cathy maintains he doesn’t come in to drink, just to fill ashtrays with phlegm. She keeps an eye out but has never caught him in the act, and without a doubt it’ll be a him. I was dealing with one of the Snotterer’s messes when the police told me about Janey finding the body.

Must be near four weeks now, and when they came in I thought it was for the usual free pies and pints. Tottie-Heid, supposedly well quoted with gangsters, is right cosy with the police. But I heard them ask for me and my insides shrank.

Tottie-Heid brought them over and I had to sit before my legs went.

‘Mrs Devine? It’s about your granddaughter,’ the woman policeman said, her face sour with the information.

‘It’s all right, missus. Your wean’s no harmed,’ said the other one, an older policeman that I wanted to throw my arms around and cuddle, ‘but you need to come and get her at the station.’

‘Her lassie in trouble, then?’ Tottie-Heid asked, no doing much to hide his delight.

‘Nothing like that,’ the policewoman said. ‘She was walking your dog—’

‘Oh, surely no Sid Vicious? Has he been knocked down again? Ach, Janey’ll be—’

‘It’s not the dog, Mrs Devine. Your granddaughter found a corpse.’

They had a panda car waiting outside The Glen, and it was when the policewoman took my arm to help me in that I realized I was still holding an ashtray full of snotters.

There’s a big laugh from the snug. What can Tottie-Heid find funny about Samantha Watson’s story? Another dead woman. Woman. Samantha was only twenty-two, no much younger than my Marie when she died. And wee Donna just eight. All just lassies. What is there to laugh about?

When they leave to do the barrels, I sit to read. I don’t like bringing the paper home because this stuff would just upset Janey. Upsets me but I can’t stop myself. Is there a name for that – when you don’t want to know about something but go out your way to find out? Probably just stupidity.

There doesn’t seem to be anything new apart from the approximate time of death on Saturday morning. Oh, Mother of God, it’s terrible close to when Janey got there. Bile fills my stomach but I can’t stop reading. The rest of the article is the tripe they’ve dredged up on the father. Samantha’s hardly mentioned and no a word about the murderer or what they’re doing to find him. I’m demented knowing he’s walking the streets, demented. In my mind’s eye, I see him down the old railway, having a laugh as well.




CHAPTER 5

23 days

Twenty-three days since I found the body.

Last year, I drew a Countdown to Christmas on my bedroom wall. The woodchip wallpaper made it look rubbish and Nana was annoyed when it wouldn’t clean off.

Now, I’m marking the days since the Dummy Railway in my secret scrapbook. Miss Cox let me bring the binder home and the front cover still says My Ancient Egypt Project. There’s stickers of Tutankhamun and the first page has a rubbishy drawing of a pyramid. But the rest is all about Samantha Watson.

Nana said nobody would know it was me that found her. But the neighbours in our flats knew, and Ali in the Red Shop, and likely everybody in the whole of Possil. Probably Nana’s boss that spread it about. Or Nana.

And everybody at school knew. On my first day back, they all crowded round.

‘Was it all blood and guts, Janey?’

‘Were you screaming? Did you shite yourself?’

‘Was the dead woman a nudie?’

I just stood there looking at the ground till Miss Cox came out and made them line up. She took my hand and we went in the teachers’ entrance and she was all nice and kind. That made it worse and I wished she would just shout like normal.

Now, they leave me alone but there’s still loads of talk about the murderer and how it’s somebody they know – him with the funny eye, or a guy who works with their da, or that Rangers supporter with the big van. Even my best pal, Lorraine Callaghan, goes on and on about it. She likes freaking out the wee yins, saying the murderer’s hiding in the school toilets waiting to get them alone and then … the kids usually run away screaming at this bit. But maybe me and Lorraine are no best pals any more. Since Dummy Railway Day, I hardly go out and nobody comes up for me. No even the Smelly Kellys.

This morning at playtime, Lorraine’s all pally with that Jackie McPhee. Don’t care.

‘What you standing behind the bins for?’ Jackie says, slinking up beside me. ‘You trying to hide your new trainers? You get them at The Barras?’

I look at my feet and think about my old shoes crashing to the ground. Wearing them was giving me the shivers so I chucked them out the window, along with the other clothes from Dummy Railway Day. Even my cracking new Harrington. Nana went down and binned them but she missed the pants and some wee boys are still using them for scabby-touch. Nana wasn’t angry when I told her why, but I had to wear my gym sannies till she saw Big Des. He’s got her Family Allowance book.

‘Look what we got,’ Lorraine says, opening a packet of cheese and onion. There’s a bottle of nail polish in there. ‘Boots No7, Jackie knocked it off her sister.’

‘Want us to do your nails?’ Jackie asks. ‘You’ll need to hide your hands in class but. Check mine.’ She wiggles Frosted Pink in my face.

Wiggling and wiggling till all I can see is Samantha Watson’s nails, broken and filthy like she’d been scrabbling in the dirt to get away. And I feel it again, the smashed hand in mine, too cold and too heavy.

‘Just, just get lost,’ I shout and push Jackie. I didn’t think she would fall.

Mr McColl hasn’t looked up yet. There’s a folder open on his desk but I don’t know if it’s about me.

‘So, Miss Devine, what are we going to do with you?’

Behind him is the cupboard where he keeps the headmaster belt. It’s black and made of special thick leather and everybody says he broke a boy’s wrist with it. Lucky he doesn’t belt girls.

‘Violence against a classmate cannot be tolerated,’ Mr McColl says, ‘no matter what the circumstances. I always find myself surprised when I have to confront a girl about this issue. You’ve certainly let yourself down.’

It was just a toaty wee shove.

‘I think it may be of immense spiritual assistance if you speak with one of the Franciscan Sisters,’ he says. ‘Sister Agnes Benedicta is wonderfully sympathetic with girls.’ It’s hard to concentrate on what Mr McColl’s saying because of the way his moustache moves when he’s talking. ‘Yes, wonderfully sympathetic.’

I start thinking about Sister Agnes and the way she calls everyone Rosie Rainbow or Sandy Sunbeam. I think about her soft white hair that matches her knitted cardigans, and her smiley crinkly face and shaky old-lady hands. And I imagine telling her about the black blood on Samantha Watson and the places where she was ripped open. I don’t even know the real words for women’s private bodies. On our class bookshelf, there’s a Ladybird Book of Bible Stories with all the swear words scribbled over Adam and Eve’s nudie bits. That’s the words I know.

‘Here you are, Miss Devine. Phone this number and make an appointment for a chat.’ Mr McColl manages to pass the piece of paper without looking.

Martin Gillespie is waiting to walk me home.

‘Did you get the belt?’ he asks. When I show him the phone number, he studies it then shoves it into his mouth. ‘The nuns, the nuns,’ he laughs, chewing and gagging, ‘you’ve no even got a phone. What a joke.’

Me and Martin are in the same class and everybody thinks we are cousins. I call his mum Aunty Angela because she was my mammy’s best friend. I don’t mind pretending I’ve got family but I don’t hang about with Martin in school. He’s not one of the boys that fights or goes on about Celtic, and he’s only got one pal, Logie, and he’s weird too. They once had a three-day argument about whether Judge Dredd keeps his helmet on in the bath.

Even though he was supposed to be with me that morning, Martin has not said one word about Samantha’s body. No one single word.

What he did do, though, was sit in my room.

Right after me and Nana came home from the police station on Dummy Railway Day, I went to bed and slept. Not even like an early night, I slept all the time, for four days. Nana had to wake me for food and the toilet. She brought the kitchen chair into my bedroom and sat beside me. And sometimes, Martin was there too.

He spits the last piece of the nun number down a stank. ‘Think we could teach Sid to pogo?’ he says.

‘Taupe?’ Nana says.

‘Taupe.’

‘Taupe? Taupe?’

‘Aye, Maggie, bloody taupe. I’ve no clue what colour it is either.’

Nana and Jean Jarvis are looking at the catalogue. Jean is Nana’s best pal and it’s mad that old people still have friends.

‘Just put me down for black. It’ll no show the dirt,’ Nana says, pointing at something in Ladies’ Underwear. ‘And better make it a double D, they’re making cup sizes awful tight these days.’

‘Right. With the four pack of pants, that takes you to, eh, £1.12 a week. Twenty-two shillings in real money,’ Jean says.

I hear Sid scratching at the kitchen door, desperate to see the visitor and maybe bark to show what a good boy he is. For a minute, I almost go to him.

‘Janey,’ Nana says, ‘come and we’ll look at the school skirts. Grey for Secondary, am I right?’

‘I don’t want anything.’ Jean puts the catalogue away and gets her jacket on. Monday is one of their domino league nights and this’ll be Nana’s first time back since Dummy Railway Day.

‘Are you sure you’re fine with me going out?’ Nana asks. I want to say that I’m never fine but I nod. She’s wearing beads and her nice cardigan. Angora she calls it, but I don’t think that’s a real word. Jean wears trousers so she’s likely younger. I thought Nana was maybe about eighty or ninety but the police read out her date of birth and she’s sixty-six. Nana never wears trousers.

Jean’s out at the lifts. ‘There’s a big dog keech on the landing again,’ she shouts in. ‘Wait now, it might no be dog. Mon see.’

‘A wee minute, Jean.’ Nana rolls her eyes up to Heaven and I smile. Sid’s pulling on the lead, he likes The Standard Bar but he probably wants to examine the shite too.

‘Lock the door behind us, lamb,’ Nana says. When she kisses my cheek, I smell her hairspray. ‘We don’t want robbed again.’

I used to think it was funny that somebody sneaked in and stole the broken hoover. But now I put the snib on and shove the footstool against the door.

Later, I hear Nana making tea and singing about the wild colonial boy. She never used to get drunk except at The Bells. I need to say my prayers cos it’s my fault. My scab is still nice and fresh and doesn’t need any picking. I do an Act of Contrition for the bad thing, and then my God Bless list.

God bless Nana and all the Gillespies. God bless Uncle Finn’s bad ear and Dad’s family in Italy. Eternal rest grant unto Mammy, Dad and Donna. And dear God, please please look after Samantha, even if she was a Protestant.

I feel saddest when I say Samantha’s name but I know that’s daft.

I must have been making a noise when the nightmare came because Nana’s here. She’s holding me, telling me it’s OK, safe now, wee chooksy. The streetlight makes the room orange and my eyes are sleep fuzzy but I can see the flab on Nana’s arm and the wee hole in her slipper. I see my Snoopy books and Paddy Panda, and the radio-cassette that Aunty Angela said I can keep. And I see Samantha, sitting on top of the wardrobe, her bare bloody feet dangling. I wave and she waves back.




CHAPTER 6

The sky’s started to lighten. I’ll no be worth a button at work but it’s pointless going back to bed. The living room is freezing so I pop the fire on, just the one bar or they’ll be cutting us off. I notice the redness on my hand where Janey was gripping it. What am I going to do with her? Angela Gillespie says there’s officials that could be helping, social work and the like, but I’m no sure. Janey needs her own people round her. And you hear stories. A woman in Cadder had her weans taken away when she asked for help. Poor soul was struggling with the baby blues, likely just needing a hand for a wee bit. They came for the weans in a minibus and the whole street was out giving them dog’s abuse. A tragedy, an absolute tragedy. What if they come in a minibus for my Janey?

I shouldn’t have had that third bottle of stout last night, my stomach isn’t what it used to be. Maybe a bit of toast will help. The dog wakes and I scrape out the last tin of Chappie onto his plate. Poor Sid Vicious.

‘Your pal won’t stay angry at you forever,’ I say and rub his ears, ‘she’ll love you again.’ He finishes the food in seconds and licks the lino in case he missed any. God, he’s an ugly brute of a thing. Only Janey and her wee kind heart could have chosen Sid Vicious. He paws at his empty bowl then moves awkwardly to face me.

I used to have a right big kitchen. My tenement in Maryhill had high ceilings and long sash windows that let the light stream in. It was from one of those windows I could see the wreckage that had buried my family. The entire tenement came down but the Rizzos were the only fatalities. Even the workmen sent to fix the gas leak survived. It was a blessing it was a working day, a blessing the family with the six weans were on holiday, a blessing the couple in the ground flat were out collecting their pension. All those blessings and all that luck. Just none for me.

When I put in for a move, the Corporation were quick with an offer, I’ll give them that. But now I live with windows suited to jail cells and a kitchen without space for a dog to turn around. Ach, I need to stop this feeling sorry for myself. Possil’s a good place.

‘Sorry, son, that was the last of it,’ I say to Sid Vicious. He has a more expressive face than most people I know and looks as if he’s about to weep. ‘Ah, don’t. I’ll check the bins at work for a pie and bring— Oh, wait a wee minute, wait a wee minute.’ I suddenly remember there’s half a steak-pie supper in my handbag. Jean can never resist Romano’s, even after a night on the sweet sherry.

When we were waiting in the chippie queue, this man came in.

‘Here’s somethin you’ll want to know, missus,’ he said, sticking his face right next to mine. Reeking of cheap wine he was, bits of tobacco stuck in his teeth. ‘You’ll want to know this. That deid wummin your wean found? That deid wummin was a whore. Her bastardin faither whored her out and it wis him that killt her.’

‘Away you,’ I said and shoved him, ‘and take your filthy mouth with you. Talking about the dead like that. Mrs Romano, Mrs Romano,’ I was shouting because I’d had a few myself, ‘sling this eejit out your shop before I set my dog on him.’

Just thinking about it makes my stomach go again and I run to the toilet. What gives these people the right? And it’s no just the drunks, I get them all, even at Mass, desperate to tell me what they’ve heard about Samantha or about her father. He’s just another poor soul that’ll never see his daughter smile again.

‘Mon, Sid Vicious, we’ll have a walk round the block before Janey’s up.’

The May sunshine’s vanished and the rain is slopping in through the double doors of the flats. Somebody’s put cardboard down but it’s no helping. Thank God I didn’t put my shoes away.

Mrs Khan gets off the early bus, she must be on nights. What is it she does again? She told me but it’s gone. It’s in a hospital or an office, she carries a clipboard so it must be a good job.

‘Mrs Devine,’ she says, stopping a bit away so she’s no too close to Sid Vicious, ‘are you well? I wonder if you have been ill?’

‘Ill?’ Christ, did she see me vomiting on Saracen Street last night?

‘You did not come on Saturday. The clothes for Janey? Remember? You said Saturday. Lovely clothes, Mrs Devine, my daughters are growing so fast. Denims from C&A.’

When did I agree to this? ‘Ah, well, now, it was Janey. I’m awful sorry, hen, she—’

‘No, no, I understand.’ She nods and softens her voice. ‘Janey will recover from this, I promise you.’ She side-steps the dog and wades through the puddle. A vigorous-looking woman, the kind you could ask to help shift your wardrobe. Handy to know a woman like that.

‘C&A,’ she shouts from the lobby.

Imagine me forgetting Saturday. I’m usually on the ball with this kind of thing, and this is sore. Like a smack in the face.




CHAPTER 7

26 days

Nana walks me to school like I’m six years old again. She starts work at half eight and I’m first in the playground but it’s better than walking on my own. This morning, there’s a van sitting at the gates with the engine running. The driver, in dusty clothes and woolly hat, gawps at us. I used to be brave – the only girl to climb out the trapdoor at the top of the flats – but now every stranger makes me shake. Samantha’s killer hasn’t been caught and I can’t stop thinking about it. To keep Nana here, I ask stupid questions like who is her favourite saint, and what’s happening in Crossroads.

‘And, and what about Aunty Angela’s new rug? When that’s coming, Nana?’

‘What’s that nosey so-and-so looking at?’ Nana’s noticed the van too. ‘Can I help you with something?’ she shouts, all annoyed. The driver sticks two fingers up at her, then opens a newspaper.

The playground is getting busy and Nana has to go to work. She squeezes me tight when she leaves. The Primary 7s are all buzzing, it’s the visit to St Augustine’s, the Secondary where we’ll go after summer. Everybody’s wearing real clothes and I feel daft in my uniform. I forgot and Nana forgot, so I don’t have a permission slip. Lorraine’s wearing her new blue cap-sleeve and she’s raging.

‘We were supposed to be partners, Janey. You need a partner. Fuck will I do without a partner? Eh? Eh?’

I can’t even think up an excuse and walk away. When the bell rings, Lorraine’s in the line with Jackie, who’s got a new cap-sleeve too. I would’ve worn my Damned t-shirt, Martin’s Damned t-shirt. It would’ve looked way better than them, Lorraine’s style is rubbish and that Jackie is a pure copycat.

In the hall, Miss Cox is shouting about best behaviour and reputation of the school but nobody is listening. Jamesie Doherty is telling everybody you get to see the girls’ changing room, and if you are dead lucky, they are in it.

There’s a Protestant Secondary school near our Primary, but St Augustine’s is away up in Milton and we’ll need to get the 47 bus. Today, a special bus has come. Jamesie turned up in a Celtic top so he’s no getting to go either and the two of us watch everybody piling in. Lorraine and Jackie push on to make sure they get the back seat. That’s where I would have sat. Then one of the boys slings a jumper to Jamesie, and now he’s allowed to go as long as Miss Cox doesn’t see even a glimpse of those football colours.

Just me left and I get told to wait in class for Sister Agnes Benedicta.

I’m nearly crying when the bus leaves, which is daft because Secondary’s just another school. For a minute, I think about sneaking away, I’ve got house keys, but that van is still at the gate. It’s probably just a workie or something but I run back inside.

Everybody talks about the mad stuff they would do if they got left alone in the classroom, like changing their test marks or drawing a big willy on the blackboard. I just put my head on the desk.

Sister Agnes comes in very quietly. ‘Where’s my Rosie Rainbow?’ she says. Everything about her is quiet, except her nun outfit, which rustles like brown leaves. ‘Oh, it’s yourself, the girl with the lovely smile. Will we find somewhere cosier to wait, just the two of us?’

The cleaners are busy in the Staff Room but the office is empty and I sit on the treatment couch where you get disinfectant on your playground injuries.

‘Isn’t this the very thing, now?’ Sister Agnes says. ‘We’ll have ourselves a grand time of it.’

It is quite nice. She gives me a KitKat and diluting orange in a paper cup and I’m glad I didn’t go with them. Starting Secondary was all I’d been thinking and talking about, and now it’s nothing.

‘I’ve been hearing something happened to yourself.’ Sister Agnes sits with her hands folded as if she’s saying a prayer. ‘A bad, bad thing. Would you like to have a little chat about that?’

A little chat? Well, it was effin terrible, Sister Agnes. I found a corpse all ripped apart and I did something that was definitely wrong, and I can’t remember a big chunk of what happened next, and I have nightmares and pish the bed, and I’m scared to go out in case the killer gets me. How about that then, Sister?

But what I say is, ‘I’m fine, thanks, Sister Agnes.’

She closes her eyes and nods and nods, and tells me to remember my prayers at night especially to the Blessed Virgin Mary, who takes a special care of all little girls.

Nana’s working late so I pull my Special Box from under the bed. My secret scrapbook is hidden under old newspaper cuttings, a Wombles pencil case and the Ramones badge from when me and Lorraine got boyfriends.

In my pocket there’s a page from a newspaper. Since Nana stopped buying one, I get the papers out the bins, or from the Witchy Sisters who leave theirs stacked outside their door. No way are they witches and they’re likely no even sisters but they scare the shite out of everybody and if you go to their door at Halloween they give you teeny poisoned cakes. Lorraine ate one but wouldn’t tell anybody if she got sick.

I unfold the page and smooth it out nicely.


… the last known sighting of Miss Watson (22) is leaving a party in the Hillhead area. The police believe Miss Watson got into a dark-coloured Hillman Avenger which was masquerading as a minicab.



I dig out the map of Glasgow showing where the new health centre is getting built, and draw a red line from Hillhead to the Dummy Railway. It’s no very far. Masquerading means kidding on, I looked it up, so Samantha would’ve thought she was going home. I try to picture her, happy and excited after a party, waving to her pals, then running to get in that fake minicab. But in my picture, her face is a battered black balloon.

I look at newspaper Samantha, the usual photograph on a beach in Yugoslavia. Her bikini is lime green with swirls and she’s in a pose like a beauty queen. Samantha has a nice figure. Had. That’s what Aunty Angela says, ‘A nice figure.’ For ages, I wanted a nice figure, any kind of figure really cos I’m the shape of a lamppost. But now it just reminds me of Samantha’s soft bits all torn apart.

The report’s got another smaller photo and I like it better. I don’t even know why they use the bikini one, it was taken ages ago when she was seventeen and had long hair. This new one is from one of those photo booths and Samantha’s hair is short like the day I found her. She’s pure beaming and I imagine a kind of story where one of her friends is standing outside the wee curtain doing funny noises to make her laugh. Maybe werewolf howling, or diarrhoea. Martin does brilliant diarrhoea sounds but that makes me remember good times and I don’t want to.

I cut out everything and stick it into a new page and underneath I write my made-up story about the photo booth. I’m writing everything down – stuff from TV, newspapers, what the neighbours are saying, even all the rubbish they talk in school. Then maybe, maybe if I know about her, Samantha won’t be just a mess of skin and blood and holes.




CHAPTER 8

The bang is right behind me. Gas. A tray stacked with empties drops from my hands and there’s another explosion when it hits the floor.

‘Sorry, Maggie,’ Stuart shouts, ‘cellar door. Forgot to put the catch on.’

The cellar door.

Tottie-Heid buys cheap pint glasses that break if somebody looks at them the wrong way and I’m surrounded by a puddle of tiny diamond splinters that reek of Tennent’s.

‘Stay where you are, Ah’ll get the brush,’ Stuart shouts.

He clears a path and sits me at the one table with padded chairs, then rushes back to finish sweeping before Tottie-Heid arrives.

I light a cigarette and there’s a wee tremble of the match. I need to give myself a shake, it took me a long time to get over living with fear and I’m no going back. Gas. Imagine my first thought being gas.

No doubt that was down to Janey, last night.

She was sitting at the big table, drawing or colouring in or something, and she says, ‘Did you have to look at my mammy’s body?’

‘What? What you saying?’

‘After the gas accident. Did, did you have to go and identify them?’

‘No.’

‘Did you see any of them aft—’

‘I said no, Janey. Not another word. Put your pens away and get yourself washed.’

That’s why Stuart’s on his hands and knees gathering shards of glass, and why 16th July 1969 is replaying in my mind.

I worked in Bryant & May on the machines in those days, and the foreman called me to the office. I thought it was something to do with the picketing – three police standing there, hats in their hands, and I thought it was union stuff. My God. When they told me there had been an accident, a gas leak, I was having none of it. No, that’s no my family. Aye, that is their address and aye that is my daughter’s name but she’s home. She’s home because they’re decorating and her man Vinnie has got the week off and they’ve just moved and Donna and baby Janey will have their own bedroom now. The hard-nosed sergeant grabbed my arm and he squeezed it and it was sore and I looked at his face and I knew. I knew that my family were gone because of the excitement in his eyes.

They took me home, and at some point a woman from the Immaculate Conception came to stay. That woman and the way she washed, fed me, put me to bed, and I don’t know even her name or how long she stayed.

So, no, I never saw the bodies. It was Vinnie’s brother who went to the morgue. He came round after it to give me Marie’s wedding ring but no a word about how they looked. The pictures you make in your own head …

Stuart has finished clearing my disaster and is hiding the glass so my wages don’t get docked. He’s a nice man. I get back to cleaning the two Babycham deer, the wee things are the only brightness in this whole grim place and I don’t like leaving them to cigarette filth for too long. When Cathy arrives she launches into a long story about Tottie-Heid demanding a written list of who’s barred, but the only thing in my mind is Marie’s wedding ring, small and gold and dented.
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