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For my sister, Sadie, the most selfless woman I know.

‘Those who will not reason, are bigots,
those who cannot, are fools,
and those who dare not, are slaves.’

Lord Byron (1788–1824)


PROLOGUE

Glasgow, July 1999

They belted the song out to the beat of the Lambeg drum.

‘Do you know where hell is, hell is in The Falls … Heaven is the Shankill and we’ll guard those Derry’s walls … I was born under a Union Jack … A Union, Union Jack …’

‘What a night, Jimmy boy! Fucking rocking!’ Eddie McGregor stood at the bar, his arms folded across his chest as Jimmy Dunlop came up beside him.

‘Aye. Class, man.’ Jimmy winked to the barmaid whose face lit up as she smiled back.

‘You’ll be a proud man tonight, Jimmy, eh?’ Eddie dug him in the ribs with his elbow. ‘Your da’s well made up over there. Look at him.’

Jimmy smiled, squinting through the fug of smoke where his father was leading the sing-song at his table, whisky in hand, face crimson from drink and exuberance. Two of the guys next to him stood on chairs, swaying, arms around each other’s shoulders as one song followed another in a medley of the sectarian hate they’d all grown up with.

‘That’s your wee bird there, isn’t it? You giving her plenty, you rascal?’ Eddie jerked his head towards the barmaid as she stretched up to the optics on the gantry. He grinned, his tongue darting out to lick his lips as she bent over in her skintight jeans. ‘She’s well fuckable. I’ll tell you that.’

Jimmy caught a whiff of Eddie’s sweat and felt a little disgusted. He said nothing, but forced a smile because he knew he was expected to. After all, Eddie was his commanding officer now. He hoped his face didn’t show the stab of resentment he felt at Eddie’s remark. Wendy was his. He couldn’t get her out of his mind. One of his mates had told him Wendy was easy – and maybe she was. But he’d been seeing her for nearly two months now and he felt different when he was with her. When he’d told her he was determined to hold onto her, tears had welled up in her big brown eyes and she was suddenly so unlike the brash barmaid, quick to slap down a smart-arsed customer despite her skinny frame. It was there and then that Jimmy saw where he wanted to be for the rest of his life.

He took a long drink of his pint, rolled up his shirtsleeves and tried to relax for the first time all evening. The hall was heaving. It was billed as an all male smoker night for Rangers football supporters. But everyone who’d bought a ticket knew it was in fact a fundraiser for the Ulster Volunteer Force. It was nights like this that Loyalist hardliners lived for, and Jimmy had been to plenty of them. It had kicked off with a bit of stand-up by a famous Glasgow lawyer, ripping the pish out of Catholics and Celtic. But the highlight of the night was the parade around the hall led by the ‘colour party’ of UVF heroes in balaclavas, who’d come all the way from Belfast. They’d made their entrance in dramatic fashion as a hush fell over the room. Once the outside doors had been locked and secured, they emerged from a side room, in full paramilitary uniform, bearing rifles on their shoulders as they marched beneath the UVF flag. Then followed a rousing call-to-arms speech by the Belfast brigadier. And there, among the official stewards, in their black trousers and crisp white shirts, one Jimmy Dunlop, the newest recruit to Glasgow B Company, Number Two Platoon, proudly wearing his new UVF tie – the badge of honour that put him a cut above the rest.

On the stroke of midnight, with a brisk drum roll and flutes at the ready, the Portadown Sons of William Flute Band assembled in the centre of the hall for the national anthem. The crowd of three hundred revellers, sweating like horses in the heat of the sweltering summer’s night, stood with their chests bursting with pride as they sang ‘God Save the Queen’. And on the final line, a chorus of lusty roars of ‘No Surrender’ and ‘C’mon, the Rangers’ rang out around the hall.

‘All right, Jimmy boy?’ Mitch Gillespie staggered up and slung an arm around his shoulder.

‘Great, Mitch. Couldn’t be better.’ Jimmy drained his pint and placed the tumbler on the bar.

He was a little light-headed, having already downed half a dozen pints in quick succession after staying sober for his stewarding duties earlier. He kept one eye on Wendy clearing up behind the bar. He wouldn’t be able to go back to her place, as his da was so blootered he’d have to see him home. But he was hoping to get a snog at her round the back of the pub before she left. Big Eddie was giving the barmaids a lift home, as he’d only had three pints the whole night.

‘C’mon, we’ll go to the dancing,’ Mitch said, dragging him away from the bar. ‘I need a ride, man. Make up for lost time.’ He grinned.

‘Yeah, sure you do,’ Jimmy grinned. ‘But don’t start getting fresh with me. Your arse must be like a ripped-out fireplace, after all that any-port-in-a-storm stuff in the nick.’ He shrugged Mitch’s muscular arm from his shoulder and slapped him on the back.

‘That’ll be fucking right,’ Mitch snorted derisively. ‘No’ me. Even when I was gagging for it, I wasn’t going to let some big randy fucker in the boys’ gate.’ He chuckled. ‘Mind you, once or twice I nearly let somebody blow me.’

Jimmy laughed, part of him full of admiration for Mitch being able to handle six years banged up for culpable homicide. But a bigger part of him was still revolted at what he and his mate witnessed seven years ago during a mêlée after an Old Firm match. They’d been sent to the East End by big Eddie to find Mitch, and when they got there, he was coked out of his nut, jumping on the head of a Celtic fan, the guy’s face like something from a butcher’s dustbin. It was fair enough to give somebody a hiding in a fight, but this was bang out of order. They dragged Mitch off and bundled him into a car. But the cops caught up with him within twenty-four hours and he was locked up. Mitch, or Mad Mitch, as the newspapers dubbed him at the trial, had only been released from jail five weeks ago after his sentence was reduced on appeal. He’d come through the prison doors of Barlinnie like a prize fighter, arms like hams and muscles rippling through his skintight T-shirt, and a wide grin across his face as he strutted towards Jimmy’s waiting car. Then he turned and pumped his fist defiantly at the building and shouted, ‘It was a fucking walk in the park, you cunts!’

‘Nah, Mitch. I can’t go anywhere tonight. Look at my da. He’s blitzed. I’ll need to get him home. Maybe tomorrow night, mate.’

‘Right, okay, pal.’ Mitch walked away, giving him the two thumbs up. ‘You’re the man, Jimmy. I love you, man.’

Jimmy watched as he went unsteadily towards a group of young men, who were all drunk and who knew Mitch well enough by reputation not to object to him barging in on them.

*

Half an hour later Jimmy struggled up the tenement stairs with his father hanging onto him. He was still singing the ‘Billy Boys’ at the top of his voice.

‘Sssh, da. You’ll get us fucking shot.’ Jimmy knew that at least two of the downstairs neighbours were diehard Celtic fans.

‘Aye. That’ll be fucking right. Them pikey bastards can fuck off back to the bogs,’ big Jack Dunlop slurred, his Belfast accent still as strong as the day he left his home city for Glasgow forty years ago. ‘Any shooting to be done round here, I’ll be doing it.’ He stood on the landing, swaying as Jimmy put the key in the door. ‘You just remember who you are, Jimmy. You’ve got a fucking pedigree that goes all the way to the Shankill.’

His father burst into song as Jimmy gently wrestled him inside the doorway. ‘Follow, follow, we will follow Rangers … up the stair, down the stair, we will follow you …’

The mobile ringing on his bedside table woke Jimmy with a start. He looked at his watch. He must have dropped off, because it was only one thirty in the morning and he still had his clothes on. He saw Wendy’s name on the screen and cleared his throat.

‘Hiya, Wendy. Still up? You missing me?’

Silence. Then Jimmy thought he heard sobs.

‘You there, Wendy?’ His stomach lurched.

‘Oh, Jimmy.’ Her voice was a whisper.

‘Wendy. You all right? What’s wrong?’

‘Oh Jimmy.’ More sobs. ‘He …’

‘What’s wrong? Calm down.’ He was on his feet. ‘You been in an accident or something? Are you hurt?’

‘No … Oh … Yes … He …’ Wendy sniffed. ‘He raped me, Jimmy.’

‘What? Who? Who raped you?’

‘Eddie.’ She dissolved into sobs. ‘Eddie raped me … In his car.’

‘Aw fuck! Aw fuck no, Wendy! Eddie raped you? I’ll fucking kill him.’ Red-hot anger burned from his stomach to his throat. ‘You in the house?’ He shoved his feet into his trainers.

‘Uh huh … ’

‘Wait there. I’m coming over right now. I’ll get a taxi.’ But when he got there, Wendy was gone.


CHAPTER ONE

The marching season. All human forms are here, Rosie thought, judging by some of the rat-arsed, drunken knuckletrailers on the sidelines. She stood for fully ten minutes in the sunshine, watching the Orange Walk in its swaggering stride through Glasgow city centre, like a conquering army with a jaunty tune. Then she weaved her way through the Bath Street hordes on the pavement till she could find a place to cross the road without cutting through the marchers. That was more or less a hanging offence. Or at the very least you’d get your face wasted if you dared to barge through the parade of flute bands, or the well-dressed ladies in straw hats, or, worst of all, the strutting men in bowler hats and brollies, resplendent in orange sashes – no doubt the very ones their fathers wore.

Rosie needed this like a hole in the head – especially on a Saturday morning with a hangover. She walked briskly until she reached the head of the parade and made a dash across the road. Her mobile rang in her bag and she rummaged through, fishing it out.

‘That you, Rosie? I’m in the bar waiting for you.’

‘I’m there in two minutes, Liz. The city centre’s mental, with the walk being on.’

Rosie recognised the voice of the woman she’d met yesterday, the woman who had shut the door in her face when she told her she was working on the story of the missing barmaid, Wendy Graham. It was now over three weeks since she vanished after finishing her shift in the bar that had been hosting a Rangers supporters’ smoker night, and the story was falling so far down the news schedule it barely got a mention. The media very quickly lose interest in a missing person unless it’s a child or a celebrity, or unless there is some glaring sense that the missing person is about to turn up dead. The police would tell you that their files are chock full with people who just disappeared into thin air, but Rosie had pushed the editor to keep a line in the newspaper, hoping she’d get a call that might open the story up. She was even more intrigued after her Strathclyde Police detective friend tipped her that Wendy Graham’s sudden disappearance might be more than just a missing person.

When Wendy’s pal Liz had refused to talk to her, it only added to her interest in the story. Rosie had slipped her business card below the door as she left the tenement, but she didn’t really expect a call. The knockback had been fairly emphatic, laced with a few expletives. So when the call did come last night as she was out at a farewell party for one of the Post’s feature writers, Rosie knew she would have to be available any time, any place. Even on a Saturday morning. It should have stopped her carrying on for a full house and ending up at a nightclub till three. But it didn’t. She was feeling a little fragile as she went downstairs to the basement bar for her meeting. She hoped it wouldn’t last too long.

The Unit Bar was empty and the air was thick with the reek of stale cigarette smoke and alcohol, mixed with last night’s sweaty bodies. Bars the morning after were always lonely, depressing places; a kind of stiff reminder that there was always the cold light of day to bring you crashing back to reality, despite the hopes and possibilities of the night before. And the Unit was one bar where the possibilities were endless – ecstasy tablets that were circulated like sweeties; or some speed; or if you were hard core and past caring, a few grams of crack – the latest lethal fix with more terrifying implications than the heroin explosion of the last decade. But like every form of refuge, there was a price to pay. So whoever was here last night off their face on drugs was now probably festering in some housing scheme, or city centre flat, or student digs, coming down to earth with paranoia and loathing crushing their head. And, of course, the pressing urge for more.

Rosie felt a little nauseous and took as deep a breath as she dared, squinting across the dingy room where she spotted Liz at the fake leather seating in the far corner. She walked across, feeling her feet sticking to the carpet. Classy joint.

‘Liz,’ Rosie stretched out her hand, ‘thanks for coming.’

Liz shook her hand and gave her a sheepish look.

‘Sorry about yesterday.’ She shifted in her seat. ‘I mean, shutting the door in your face. I’m just under a bit of pressure. You know. Wendy going missing and that.’

Rosie sat down.

‘No worries, Liz. If I’d a pound for every time someone shut the door in my face, I’d have chucked work years ago and retired somewhere sunny.’ She looked at her almost empty glass. ‘Let me get you a drink.’

‘Vodka and diet Coke,’ Liz said, swirling the remains of her drink. ‘I’m only having a couple. It’s not often I’m on this side of a bar.’ Then she looked up at Rosie as though attempting to justify being on her second vodka before midday. ‘I haven’t been drinking much in the past month … Since Wendy disappeared.’

Rosie nodded. ‘I’ll get the drinks in and maybe we can have a chat, if you’re all right with that.’

She returned to the table with a glass of mineral water for herself and watched while Liz poured the dregs of her glass into the fresh one and took a swig. She was built like a pit pony, and looked like a thirty-something bottle-blonde who had been around the course a few times. Rosie imagined that she wouldn’t take any crap from customers on the other side of the bar. She hoped she wasn’t as hard as she looked.

‘I’m surprised there’s not been a lot in the papers,’ Liz said, lighting a cigarette and flicking a glance at Rosie. ‘A lassie’s gone missing. Nearly a month now. You’d think the papers would make more of it.’

There was a tone of reprimand in her voice.

‘Yeah,’ Rosie said. ‘I’ve done a few pieces myself but I get the sense that the story is slipping off the news agenda. I’m trying to keep it alive, look for new lines.’ She gave Liz a look that let her know who was running this meeting. ‘Which is why I’m here, and what I was trying to do yesterday.’ Rosie paused and pushed her hair back. ‘Do you want to tell me a bit about it? All I know is that Wendy and you were friends and that she was working in a bar at some Rangers smoker night and then went home with you. I think the two of you got a lift home with someone called Eddie McGregor, according to what the cops put out? He was one of the organisers of the night? That about right?’

Liz rolled her eyes upwards and blew air out of her ruby lipsticked lips. ‘Well you’re not wrong about some of it. Eddie did give us a lift home.’ She leaned forward. ‘But it wasn’t a smoker night. That’s just a load of fanny they tell the council so they can get a licence.’ She furtively glanced around even though the bar was empty. ‘It was a UVF fundraiser.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper as she inclined her head to the side. ‘You know. From across the water.’

Rosie nodded, deadpan, as if she heard this every day. A little nudge of adrenalin in her gut pushed her hangover away. It wasn’t news that the UVF had fundraisers in Glasgow and elsewhere, under the guise of a Rangers football supporters’ night. They were no different from the IRA who ran certain Celtic supporters’ nights, where tins got rattled among the Republican faithful, and all the proceeds went across to the hardmen paramilitaries in Belfast. That was part and parcel of what Glasgow had become – more so in recent years. Even if the truth was that most of the punters spouting sectarian bile could fit their knowledge of Northern Ireland’s bloody history on the back of a fag packet. The fact that they were raising funds here wasn’t a huge story, but nobody from the inside was ever willing, or brave enough, to spill the beans. A barmaid going missing after one of these nights just cranked it up.

‘I gather that they have a few of these fundraisers, but nobody ever talks about it.’ Rosie screwed up her eyes. ‘So who’s this Eddie McGregor then?’

‘He’s UVF,’ Liz whispered. ‘High up. A commander or something.’

Rosie scanned her face, trying to work out why this woman who had shut the door on her yesterday was now singing like a canary, and giving her a rundown of who’s who in the UVF. Either she had a death wish or was already five vodkas in. But she didn’t look drunk. Not by any stretch.

‘Look,’ Liz said, as though she had read Rosie’s mind, ‘I’m not some nutcase, who’s going to fill your head with a load of shite about the UVF. I know stuff. I know what they do. I sometimes hear things in my job.’

‘What kind of things?’

‘Like for instance how they get their money.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t really give a damn about that.’ She took a mouthful of her drink and raised a hand towards the muffled sound coming from the flute bands as they passed by the bar. ‘In fact I used to walk in the Orange Walk. Most of my life. Born and bred. Queen and country. Rangers fan and Unionist through and through. It’s how we’re brought up here. You’re either Orange or Green. But this is different. There’s something not right about Wendy just disappearing like that.’ She paused, looked Rosie in the eye and half smiled. ‘You a Prod or a Tim?’

Rosie looked back at her, wondering just how loaded the question was. In certain parts of Glasgow you answered that one very carefully, depending on where you were and who was asking. Rosie didn’t feel like giving this complete stranger the lowdown on her spirituality, or how she’d more or less given up organised religion when she woke up to the fact that the Catholic Church had been running it like a multinational organisation, for their own ends. And that she believed all religions were the same – from the Muslims to the Mormons – it was all smoke and mirrors. But she hated the bigotry that ran through the very heart of Scotland, and she despised the way Northern Ireland’s troubles had crept into the terraces at football grounds, turning almost every Old Firm match into a bloodbath.

‘I was brought up a Catholic.’ Rosie decided to be honest. ‘But I’m not really anything now. I have lots of friends of all religions. But I don’t like bigotry.’ She pointed her thumb in the direction of the bands outside. ‘I dislike that walk out there every bit as much as the Hibs walk from the other mob next month. None of them have any place in this country.’ Stuff it, Rosie thought. She called a spade a spade and if it offended Liz’s sensibilities, then so be it.

Liz said nothing for a few seconds, then stubbed her cigarette out.

‘Aye. Fair enough.’ She smiled. ‘At least you’re honest.’

Rosie was relieved, and the iciness between them had been broken. Her mind was a blur of questions and she felt now Liz was ripe for talking. Whether any of it was provable was another story.

‘So, Liz … What do you mean you know how they make their money? You mean from the fundraiser nights?’

‘No. Well. That as well.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s all drugs. Coke. Ecstasy. They make a fortune from that. The UVF run it big-time in Scotland – mostly Glasgow and the west.’

Saying that Loyalist and Republican gangs were organised, drug-dealing criminals was like revealing that a bear shat in the woods. But Rosie decided to let Liz talk and see where it took them.

‘The UVF run all the coke, you’re saying? How exactly do you mean?’

‘They bring it in. In football buses. In the Rangers supporters’ buses, when they go abroad. Spain, Holland. Germany …’

Rosie hoped her eyes hadn’t lit up.

‘You serious, Liz? You mean on buses when the fans travel to European Cup matches? With ordinary fans?’

Liz nodded. ‘Aye. Most of the fans don’t know anything about it. But I used to go out with a guy who goes on one of the supporters’ buses from the pub I worked in down on London Road. I still see him now and again. I could maybe find out. But they do it in other pubs too.’ She paused. ‘But he told me that Eddie McGregor is the money man. It’s him who goes with the cash for the deals.’

‘You know a lot of stuff about an organisation and a criminal activity that’s supposed to be top secret.’ Rosie tried not to sound sarcastic.

‘Over the years I’ve got to hear a lot.’ She crossed her heavy thighs and glanced down at her chunky wedge sandals. ‘It’s never really mattered to me until now. But something stinks about Wendy going away, and I’ll do anything to find out.’ She paused. ‘Right now I want to know if you and your paper are going to do anything to try to find her.’ She stopped and swallowed. Suddenly her eyes filled up. ‘Wendy didn’t do a runner. I’m telling you that for sure. She had no reason to run away.’

‘Do you think something has happened to her? Is it possible she was mixed up in the drugs and you didn’t know?’ Rosie asked.

‘No, no,’ Liz said quickly, shaking her head. ‘Definitely not. I would know if she was involved in that. But I think something’s happened to her. And I think Eddie knows about it. Okay, I know I’m telling you stuff that could get me done in, and I’m sure the coke runs on the bus have got nothing to do with Wendy’s disappearance. But one thing I feel sure of is that Eddie McGregor is behind her going missing, and I’ve got no other way to get to him than get somebody like you to expose him.’ She shook her head. ‘But I’m terrified just being here, if I’m honest.’

She shook her head and put a hand to her lips, looking vulnerable for the first time, and Rosie watched as she tried to compose herself.

‘Do you think something has happened to her? Have you told the police?’ Rosie asked.

‘I told them some stuff. Like how Eddie drove us home that night. But I didn’t tell them everything.’

Silence.

‘Why not, Liz?’

Silence. Rosie watched her as she wiped tears from the corners of her heavily made-up eyes.

‘Because I thought she would turn up. I didn’t want to do anything that would get them digging around on what the night really was – you know, the UVF fundraiser. I didn’t want to be the one who grassed that up to the police. So I just said Eddie dropped me off, then took Wendy home to her house.’

‘And is that not what happened?’

‘No. Not quite.’ She wiped under her eyes where the mascara had smudged. ‘We went to a flat Eddie uses in the city centre – he keeps the place very quiet, so nobody knows he’s got it. We just had a couple of drinks.’

Rosie nodded.

‘We weren’t drunk. Just tipsy. Then Eddie dropped me off at my flat.’

‘So the only thing you didn’t tell the cops is that you went back to Eddie’s for a drink?’

Liz bit her lip.

‘Well. No.’ She paused. ‘The next day, I got a phone call from Eddie saying to keep it quiet that we were at his for a drink. He said it was because Wendy was going out with Jimmy Dunlop and he didn’t want him to get to know about it. I didn’t tell the cops about that. I tried to phone Wendy all day, but couldn’t get her. I thought she’d be sleeping. Then I was working at night, so I didn’t go round to her house till the next day. There was still no answer. Her mum and dad were away on holiday, so she was in the house by herself. I spoke to Jimmy, and he was upset because he couldn’t get her either. It was only when her parents came home the next day that they called the cops because there was no sign of her anywhere.’

‘Jimmy Dunlop?’ Rosie said, hoping she was remembering all the details. She didn’t want to take a notebook out as the barman kept glancing over at them. ‘Do you know him?’

‘Yeah. He’s UVF too. Wendy told me he was in Belfast last month taking the oath at the Shankill. They’ve been going out for nearly three months. He’s all right, Jimmy. Hard, but a good guy. He’s nuts about Wendy and she’s really into him too. That’s how I know she wouldn’t just up sticks and leave home. She was staying with her ma and da. She’s the only one in the family. She wouldn’t leave them like that.’ Tears came again and she shook her head. ‘Something’s happened to her. I just know it. It’s been a month and we’ve heard nothing. That’s not Wendy.’ She looked at Rosie. ‘Can you help? Can your paper do something?’ She took a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose.

‘We can write something, Liz. I need to work out exactly what, though. I need to talk to the editor and see what we can do. But maybe you should have told the cops what you’ve told me.’

‘No fucking way. And get my throat cut?’

Rosie took a deep breath.

‘But you’re telling me.’

‘That’s different.’ She looked Rosie in the eye. ‘You won’t tell anybody it was me who told you stuff, will you?’

‘Listen, Liz. Nobody will ever know you talked to me. But you must never tell anyone you spoke to me. It would be dangerous for you if the kind of people we’re dealing with thought you were talking to a reporter. You know that, don’t you?’

‘Don’t worry. I’m not stupid, Rosie. I know I’m taking a risk just sitting here. But I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t want to go to the cops. Then when you came to my house yesterday, it got me thinking.’

‘Have you told Jimmy Dunlop anything?’

‘No. Nothing.’

‘Would he talk to me?’

Liz shrugged. ‘You could try. He’s not a bad guy. No way is he involved in Wendy’s disappearance though. But he’s a UVF man through and through now.’

‘What about her parents? Would they talk?’

‘No. They haven’t said much. They’re nice people. But I don’t think they’ll know anything.’

Rosie asked for Liz’s mobile number and stored it in her phone.

‘I’ll be in touch in the next couple of days, and we’ll meet again. Meanwhile, say nothing.’

‘I know.’ Liz finished her drink and stood up and looked at her watch. ‘I need to go. I hope you’ll help find Wendy. I don’t care what you do with any of the rest of the information I gave you. I don’t care if you blow the whole thing sky high. I’ll even help you. Wendy and me have been pals from school. I need to find her.’

‘I’ll do what I can,’ Rosie said.

She watched as Liz walked across the carpet, and as she pushed open the swing door, the sound of flutes and drums drifted into the bar. Rosie looked at her watch. Give it a few more hours and it would be the screams of police and ambulance sirens, as the Orange and the Green that had split the city down the middle for generations descended into the annual mayhem.


CHAPTER TWO

Jimmy’s gut was in a knot as he waited in his car outside Eddie McGregor’s house. He was well used to going on jobs with Eddie, and it never mattered to him whether it was a punishment beating or a routine robbery – he was up for anything he was asked to do. At twenty-four, he was already a known hardman, fearless but disciplined, and Eddie had used him more and more to assist on jobs, earmarking him for the UVF when the time was right. But this would be Jimmy’s first ordered hit that had come all the way from UVF command in Belfast, and now that he’d been sworn in, he wanted to be sharp as a tack.

He stared out of the windscreen. It had been nearly a month, and every day that passed, it was becoming clearer that Wendy wasn’t coming back. If she’d just disappeared he would have lived with it, even though he was crazy about her. But he was haunted by her phone call, her sobs as she told him Eddie had raped her. He knew she was telling the truth. Even though he hadn’t known her long, in the weeks since the first time he’d taken her home from the pub, they had clicked. It wasn’t just the sex – they’d become best mates, and he saw a side to her that you didn’t see in the bar. With him she was softer, vulnerable, and he was sure they could have made a go of it.

Jimmy had considered talking to his father about Wendy’s phone call, but he didn’t want to place him in an awkward position, having to go against another UVF man on the word of someone who wasn’t even here any more. Big Jack Dunlop was one of the most respected Loyalists in Belfast, notorious after he bombed a Glasgow pub – a known haunt of IRA men – at the height of Northern Ireland’s Troubles. He took a back seat these days, but he still had clout. It would be a loss of face if his father took the rape claim to Belfast, which he would have to do by UVF rules. The top brass there would hold their own inquiry, haul Eddie over for questioning. But it was all based on a phone call from a woman who wasn’t there to back it up. It was pointless. Maybe it was time to move on. He let out a sigh, wishing he hadn’t got drunk a couple of nights ago and told Wendy’s pal Liz about her phone call. That was stupid, because Liz was a bit of a piss artist. He’d phoned her the following day to warn her not to mention it to anyone. He knew she’d probably be too scared to go to the cops. But if she did, there would be all sorts of shit flying around, and he was sure to be the guy pulled in as a suspect.

He felt miserable, his mind drifting back to his first face-to-face talk with Eddie, after Wendy vanished. He recalled how nervous he’d been as Eddie looked right through him as they stood outside the pub.

Eddie had got in first.

‘How you doing, man? That’s weird about wee Wendy, isn’t it? Just disappearing like that.’

‘I know, Eddie. That’s what I wanted to ask you about.’ Jimmy felt uncomfortable.

Eddie gave him a cold look.

‘Me? Fuck has it got to do with me? I just dropped her off at the house. Dropped Liz off first, then Wendy. Then I went home. Fuck all to do with me where she went to after that.’

His tone was aggressive and Jimmy was on the back foot.

‘I know,’ Jimmy said, feeling disarmed and already regretting approaching him. ‘What I mean is … Well … When you dropped her off, what kind of mood was she in? Was she all right?’

Christ! Whatever he was trying to do here, he was fucking it up royally.

Eddie, a head and shoulders taller, looked down at him. He smirked and spat on the ground.

‘I’d say she was a bit horny, mate. You should know. You were dry humping her outside the bar before she got in the car.’ He looked Jimmy in the eye. ‘Did you not go round and give her one after she got home?’

‘No. I didn’t, Eddie.’ He clenched his jaw and looked at the ground.

‘But you spoke to her on the phone, did you not?’

‘Aye.’

Jimmy let the silence hang in the air and looked up at Eddie’s face for any sign of guilt. There was none. He glowered back at him, his blue eyes narrowing.

‘So what did she say?’

Jimmy took a deep breath and swallowed his rage.

‘Nothing.’

Wendy’s sobs were ringing in his ears. He knew Eddie was lying. But he was backed into a corner. If this had been anyone else, Jimmy would have broken his legs by now. He would have hit first and questioned later. But Eddie was his company commander, feared and respected from London Road to the Shankill. He had seen it with his own eyes when he went over to swear the oath last month in the back room of a Loyalist pub in north Belfast beneath the flag and in the presence of the brigadier and two masked, armed UVF paramilitaries. Eddie’s word was gospel in every quarter. You didn’t even think about taking him on.

Eddie’s eyes seemed to soften a little. He took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and handed one to Jimmy.

‘Look, son.’ He gave him a perplexed look, lighting both their fags. ‘I know you were shagging the wee bird. But fuck’s sake, man. It’s only a shag. Wee Wendy has seen more cockends than bookends, from what I hear. So don’t get yourself all hung up about it. It looks like she’s just fucked off somewhere and didn’t want anybody to know. Including you. So get over it. People have all sorts of shit going on in the background, and maybe she was owing money or something and did a runner.’

‘I liked her,’ Jimmy said, disconsolate. ‘I’d been going out with her for a couple of months and she seemed all right.’

Shit! He sounded like a fucking teenager being disciplined by the headmaster.

Eddie shook his head slowly.

‘Jimmy. Listen. You never know what’s going on in somebody’s head. Especially a fucking woman. Look. She might turn up. She might not. But you don’t need to be getting your balls in a lather over it.’ He started to walk away. ‘If you want a ride, I’m sure they’ll be lining up for you, man.’ He gave him a playful punch on the shoulder, grinning. ‘Especially now you’ve got a bit of status. UVF he-men don’t need to look far for a fuck.’ He walked off then turned around. ‘Come on. I’ll buy you a drink. I want to tell you about a wee job we’re lining up anyway. You’ve got more important things going on than a fucking woman.’

Jimmy followed him into the bar, rage burning through him.

Now, as Jimmy watched Eddie striding towards the car, he tried to focus on the job ahead.

The contract, Eddie had told him and Mitch yesterday, was on two heroin dealers who had to be taken out of the game. The request, from a medium-ranking Glasgow hoodlum, had gone to the UVF top brass in Belfast for approval. It was common knowledge among the troops that gangsters, from Liverpool to Manchester to Glasgow, often used the UVF to bump someone off. It was secure and tidy and there was never any comeback. Nobody with half a brain would grass up the UVF. The rules were simple; the UVF in Belfast named the price for the contract, and it was nonnegotiable. There was no room for sentiment. Anybody had a price, and once the money was put up, the person they wanted wiped out was as good as dead.

The pair about to be dealt with were small-time thugs who’d got too big for their boots. Not only had they moved in, punting heroin on someone else’s turf in the north of Glasgow, they were also stupid enough to stiff the local godfather for twenty grand.

‘Awright, Jimmy,’ Eddie muttered out of the side of his mouth. It was more of an order than a question.

He got into the front seat and shot Jimmy a sidewards glance, thin lips tight in his lean face. Two-day stubble made his pale skin look pasty. He put a black holdall at his feet and unzipped it. He took out a revolver and handed it to Jimmy.

‘Stick it in your waistband. But make sure the safety catch is on or you’ll blow your dick off.’

Jimmy quickly checked the standard nine millimetre automatic pistol. From his weapons training, he could strip any weapon down and put it together blindfolded. He stuck the gun into the waistband of his jeans. He’d used it before, and feeling the cold metal against his bare stomach gave him a feeling of power. He drove off as Eddie rolled down the window, hawked and spat.

They went out of the housing estate, dubbed Millionaires’ Row with its massive detached properties, and drove down towards the main road where Mitch was waiting at the traffic lights. He pulled over and Mitch got in the back seat.

‘Evening, chaps,’ he said cheerily, giving Jimmy a friendly dig on the shoulder.

‘All right, Mitch.’ Eddie didn’t turn around. He went into the holdall and handed him a gun. ‘Make sure the safety catch is on.’

‘Where to, Eddie?’ Jimmy asked.

‘The M8. Out towards Lanarkshire, then down the M74. About half an hour. Near Stonehouse,’ Eddie said, looking at his watch. ‘I should get a call in about fifteen minutes to say these cunts are on their way. They’re driving a silver Mondeo. I’ll get told the reg. So keep your eyes peeled in the back, Mitch, once we get to an area where we can see the cars coming off the motorway onto the Stonehouse road.’

‘Okay, boss.’

The air was crackling with tension. Jimmy felt sweat break out on his back, and he rolled down the window.

‘Now when we get there,’ Eddie shifted his body so he was addressing both of them, ‘just do exactly as we talked about, the way we planned it. We can’t afford to make any fuck ups, because these guys will be tooled up. It has to be clean and quick. Classic ambush. Understood? Just do everything I tell you.’

Eddie liked to give the impression of a crack soldier who had seen a bit of action. The fact was he’d never actually been a regular soldier, but he had been in the Territorial Army as a sergeant and he’d adopted the military demeanour. Nobody had ever been brave enough to call him a weekend soldier.

‘Sure, boss,’ Jimmy and Mitch both said at the same time.

From where they were sitting, they had a clear view of the motorway slip road. The evening traffic was quiet, only a trickle of cars coming off at the junction.

After a few minutes, Mitch piped up.

‘I see a silver Mondeo, Eddie. Look.’ He squinted through binoculars and read out the registration number. ‘That has to be them. Two guys.’

‘Right, I see the car.’ Eddie strained his eyes. ‘There’s about three cars coming off at the same time. But ours is the Mondeo. Get ready.’ He turned to Jimmy. ‘When they come off here, hang well back until they cut up the country road. I know where they’re headed. They’ve been told they’ve got a meet outside Coalburn to hand the gear over.’

Jimmy reversed his car and took off up the road, arriving at the junction just as the third car came off. They drove behind it for a few hundred yards, then it indicated and went left.

‘Shit,’ Eddie scowled. ‘I’d hoped for a couple of cars in front to keep us covered. Just slow down a bit, Jimmy, so we’re a good distance behind. They’ll be turning off in about a mile or so. We’ll wait till they’re well up the lane before we go. Then we hammer it.’

Jimmy dropped back then followed the Mondeo as it turned off the main road and into the narrow country lane.

After a few seconds, Eddie spoke. ‘Right, let’s go now, Jimmy. You got the stuff in the back there, Mitch?’

‘Got them, boss.’

In his rear-view mirror Jimmy could see Mitch fiddling with the pickaxe handle and the expandable police batons. His close-cropped blond hair made his neck look even thicker on his chunky shoulders. His eyes sparkled with adrenalin, or he’d snorted a couple of lines of coke before he left his house. He handed two batons over to Eddie who flicked his so it was twice the length. He gave the other to Jimmy, which he rested on his lap. They turned into the lane, so overgrown with bushes it made the road narrow and difficult for cars to pass. There was no sign of the Mondeo but they knew it had to be up ahead around one of the tight bends.

‘Right, lads. Showtime.’ Eddie pulled his balaclava over his face.

Jimmy and Mitch did the same.

‘Now do it exactly as I said.’ He turned to Jimmy and barked, ‘Right. Get the fucking boot down. Let’s go!’

Jimmy dropped a gear and shoved his foot to the floor as the car surged forward, sending up clouds of dust. Within seconds the Mondeo was in sight, and it seemed to slow down, pulling over to the side as they approached, to make way for them to pass.

‘They probably think we’re boy racers out for a spin,’ Eddie sniggered, cocking his gun. ‘They’re in for some shock. Now, Jimmy! Right in front of them! Just as we planned. Wedge the fuckers in!’

He sped up to the car that was now almost stationary. Just as they were about to pass, Jimmy pulled in and slammed on the brakes, the car spinning so it was in front of the Mondeo, blocking their path. He caught a glimpse of the stunned looks on the faces of the two guys in the front seat. Before they had time to register what was happening, Mitch was out of the back seat and rushing towards the car with the pickaxe handle, smashing the windscreen. Eddie was instantly at his side, and fired a shot through the side window. Jimmy pulled out his gun and jumped out of the car. Mitch was already dragging the driver out, smashing him on the side of the head so many times with the baton that he lost consciousness quickly. The passenger jumped out and fired off a couple of shots at Mitch who was only about three feet in front of him. But he missed. He then stumbled over the ditch and tried to escape across a field. But Jimmy was after him, and when he got close swung his baton, striking the back of his head and knocking him off his feet. He stood over him and, as the guy looked up, defenceless, Jimmy hit him hard on the face, making blood spurt from his mouth. Mitch arrived at his side.

‘Get him up, Jimmy. Take him back to the car.’

They lifted him by the shoulders and dragged him the few yards to the car, where Eddie was attempting to shove the barely conscious driver into the back.

‘Stick him in,’ Eddie said.

Jimmy went back to his own car and started the engine. He drove on, just as they had planned, to the edge of the lane and then down towards the forest where the road ended and became a dirt track, towards the quarry.

In his rear-view mirror, he could see Mitch driving the car; Eddie’s body was half turned so he could keep a gun on the guys in the back. Not that they would need much guarding, Jimmy thought, judging by the state of their faces.

The dirt track road opened onto a flat expanse and Jimmy drove his car to the edge of the quarry. He got out and took a couple of steps towards the cliff. It looked like a steeper drop to the murky water than it had when they’d done the recce a few days ago, as they meticulously planned every step of the hit. The other car arrived, also driving right up to the edge, and Jimmy walked towards it. He reached into the back and along with Mitch hauled one of the guys out, shoved him into the front seat and closed the door, then helped Eddie pull the other one from the back and into the driving seat.

‘Right. Check the car. Get the stuff out and take what they’ve got in their pockets. Take everything.’ Eddie stood back.

Jimmy and Mitch opened the boot and brought out a grey holdall and took it to Eddie. He opened it and brought out one of four bricks wrapped in masking tape, tearing open a corner of one of them with a knife.

‘Fucking smack.’ He held it up to them. ‘Fuckers deserve all they get. We’ll send it to Belfast and let them shift it. I don’t want to touch that fucking stuff.’

Jimmy moved the passenger roughly so he could get into his jeans pockets. He only had two tenners and a bank card. He held the card up to Eddie then handed it to him. Mitch said there was nothing in the driver’s pocket, but he put his hand under the seat and pulled out a small bag and handed it to Eddie.

‘Fuck! There must be ten grand here.’ He grinned at them. ‘We better hand this into the police station. Maybe we’ll get a reward if someone comes to claim it.’ He tossed the bag to Jimmy and told him to put it in the car.

For what seemed like an age the three of them stood silently in the fading light. All they could see were each other’s eyes behind the balaclavas. Jimmy saw Eddie’s eyes fixing his, and for a moment he thought he was going to ask him to finish them off. He steeled himself, ready to do it. If he needed any justification, it was the fact that they were heroin dealers – the scum of the earth. It would be no problem for him to put a bullet in them if he was asked, even though he had never killed before. But Eddie said nothing. He took a step towards the driver’s door and opened it. Jimmy and Mitch watched as the guy raised his blood-smeared face and looked at Eddie as he took the gun from his waistband. For a split second the driver’s lips seemed to move in protest. Then Eddie fired, the driver’s head exploding, sending sprays of blood and bone across the windscreen. And as the gunshot echoed in the vastness of the gully, Eddie leaned across and shot the passenger in the side of his neck, blood gushing out like a burst pipe.

‘Right, boys.’ Eddie jerked his head in the direction of the quarry.

Jimmy and Mitch got behind the car and pushed it slowly towards the edge. They watched as the front wheels went over, then with one final push the car dropped down the eighty-foot ravine as if in slow motion. All three of them stood as it plunged, bumping off rocks, then hitting the water with a splash before disappearing beneath the blackness.

Eddie pulled his balaclava off and wiped the sweat from his face.

‘Well done, lads. Let’s go. I’m choking for a pint.’


CHAPTER THREE

‘If I’m really honest, Rosie, I’m more excited about the UVF bringing drugs in on Rangers supporters’ buses than I am about the missing barmaid.’ McGuire gave a mischievous grin over the top of his reading glasses.

‘I knew you were going to say that. To hell with the poor missing girl!’ She rolled her eyes sarcastically.

‘Yeah, sure, Gilmour.’ McGuire took off his glasses and sat back, shoving his feet up on the desk. ‘You’ll be telling me next it never occurred to you. A Loyalist drug-smuggling exposé is worth five missing barmaids – and you know it!’ He wagged his finger.

Touché. Rosie half smiled, feeling a little ashamed that he wasn’t far from the truth. She was prepared to chip away at the missing barmaid story for as long as it took, but her heart only really started pumping when Liz opened up about the drugs on football buses.

‘Well, you have a point,’ she conceded. ‘But it might all be connected. Maybe Wendy has vanished for a reason – like she’s involved with the drugs and had to disappear.’

McGuire nodded slowly, tugging at his cufflinks, then smoothing his pristine pink shirt and navy spotted silk tie as though congratulating himself on how immaculate he managed to look when he arrived at the office each morning. He was a fastidiously sharp dresser, and it wasn’t unusual for him to pull up a young reporter who arrived on the editorial floor looking shabby.

‘Possibly,’ he said, steepling his hands under his chin. ‘But then again, she might just be shacked up somewhere and doesn’t want anyone to find her.’

‘Or she could be dead, Mick. The cops said her passport and bank cards are still in the house.’

‘Well … Nothing to suggest she’s dead yet.’ He shrugged. ‘So we have to assume that she might turn up. And if she is dead, she’ll turn up sooner or later. We can’t wait around for that. Right now, we have to look at how we can get to grips with the drugs story. That’s a belter. We need to find a way inside this.’

‘I’ve been thinking about it all weekend, actually. Ideally, we’d want to be on a supporters’ bus, but that’s just not going to happen. That’ll be as tight as a drum. They’ll all know each other. And the thing is, most of the Rangers fans on the bus will know nothing about drugs. They’ll just be travelling to see their team.’

‘You think so?’

‘Yes, I do. Not every Rangers fan is up to their knees in Fenian blood. Lots of them are just football fans who worship their team. Same as loads of Celtic fans are disgusted at the IRA slogans and chants that have taken root in the terraces.’

McGuire glanced at his computer screen as an email pinged. ‘Well, if you say so. I think they’re all nutters anyway. I’m sure the rancid bigotry runs through the lot of them. Bred into them down the generations.’

He got up from his desk and came around to sit on the leather armchair opposite Rosie on the sofa.

‘What about this Eddie McGregor character? Any way to find out more about him?’

Rosie sat back and folded her arms, gazing at the ceiling.

‘What I’m thinking, Mick, is that if we go trampling around the undergrowth anywhere near McGregor, the pub where the barmaid worked, the parents, or the boyfriend, we’ll blow any cover we have if we want to properly investigate the drug smuggling.’

‘Agreed. We need to tread softly, see if we can discreetly find out when they go, what pub the bus leaves from.’

‘There’s more than one bus brings drugs, Liz told me. But she only knows of the McGregor connection and the bus he travels with. She says she’ll find out what pub it leaves from. Really, what we have to do, Mick, is follow the bus from here. Tail them by car to wherever they are going in the next Champions League match.’ She checked her notebook. ‘They play Eindhoven in two weeks. We should go there, establish who McGregor is, and follow him everywhere. If nothing happens, then we just put it down to experience. Their next match after that is in Seville, two weeks later. We do the same again. If we want to look
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