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To Miker


PART ONE


ONE

The day he found out his daughter was dead, Joe Hope was at Cooper’s flat watching horse racing on Channel 4. Joe’s filly was a couple of lengths off the pace with less than two furlongs to go. He yawned and cupped his hand over his mouth. They’d been working late. It was early afternoon, Joe had had hardly any sleep and by now the adrenalin of the previous night had all but drained away. He was hot and tired and thinking about saying goodbye and going home.

When the phone rang Joe glanced towards his old friend. Cooper’s gaze didn’t shift from the television set – one of those new flatscreen LCD jobs he’d bought just last week for two grand. Two grand for a fucking TV! Joe hadn’t said anything, and maybe it was just his tired eyes, but the picture seemed to have a permanent ghost and watching it was making him dizzy.

Joe yawned again. He was too old to get away with missing a night’s sleep.

Last night they’d visited one of Cooper’s clients, a mouthy young twat by the name of Billy Strachan. Billy was well behind on his repayments, and seemingly not too bothered by the fact. He had been overheard in his local calling Cooper a wanker and boasting that he had no intentions of paying back another penny. He advised Cooper, so the source had claimed, to come and make him, if he thought he was hard enough.

Cooper was a loan shark. Joe worked for him.

First rule of debt collecting: if you want to improve the odds on your client being at home, visit him at night when he ought to be curled up in bed, asleep. Second rule: always carry a weapon.

Joe and Cooper, each carrying a baseball bat, had called on Billy Strachan at two in the morning. Although the noise of his front door being kicked in woke him up, by the time they’d burst into the sitting room, Billy had managed to stagger only as far as his bedroom doorway. With one hand he rubbed his eyes, while with the other he clutched a floral patterned quilt to his chest. He blurted out, ‘The fuck?’ as Joe ran towards him, then turned and was plunging back through the doorway when Joe placed a foot on the dragging end of the quilt. It tore out of Billy’s grasp and fell to the ground. Naked, he stumbled towards his empty bed and looked around, now wide awake.

‘Nowhere to run,’ Cooper said. ‘Nowhere to hide, Billy. Eh?’

‘Maybe you’re thinking that this is just a bad dream,’ Joe said. ‘But you’re not asleep, Billy.’

‘Not yet,’ Cooper said.

Billy stood by the bed, protecting his balls with his hands. Cooper raised the index finger of his left hand and flicked it from side to side. ‘That’s what your eyes are doing. Know what I call that? Panic flicker.’

Joe took a step towards the bed. Cooper was about to launch into one of his rants. Joe took another step, fully expecting Cooper to start on the stillness thing any minute. Billy was shaking like he’d been stuck in a freezer for a week. His eyes jumped from Cooper to Joe, back to Cooper.

‘Where’s all your tough talk now, Billy?’ Cooper said.

Joe breathed in the smell of stale smoke. A heaped ashtray sat on a bedside table, sandwiched between a book on origami and a packet of Marlboros.

‘You can judge a man,’ Cooper said, ‘by his stillness.’ He closed his eyes and stood perfectly still.

Joe watched him for half a minute. Cooper remained motionless and would continue to do so until Joe interrupted him in another three or four minutes. Nothing moved. Not a twitch from any of the overdeveloped muscles in Cooper’s five-foot-six-inch frame. He appeared to have stopped breathing.

Billy Strachan read books on origami, for fuck’s sake. Any minute now the poor bastard was going to piss himself.

Joe adjusted the grip on his bat and slammed it into Billy’s knuckles. With a grunt, Billy crumpled to the floor just like the quilt had done. Joe hit the boy’s ankle, kneecap, elbow in quick succession. Quick double-handers. Not too much power. Probably didn’t break more than a couple of bones.

Billy screamed.

Cooper opened his eyes and glanced at Joe. ‘That was nowhere near five minutes.’ He gave a quick shake of his head and marched towards Billy Strachan. ‘We’re going to kill you now, you little tosser.’

‘That isn’t necessary.’ Joe put his hand on Cooper’s elbow.

Billy was sobbing. He started screaming again.

Cooper said, ‘Two minutes at most.’

‘He’s got the message.’

Cooper shook Joe’s hand off and took a swing. Something crunched when the bat hit Billy’s face and Billy stopped screaming. Cooper said, ‘Now he’s got the message.’

Joe nodded. Billy had got the message, all right. He was probably dreaming about it. If he could, he’d pay. If not, Joe and Cooper would be back. Quietly, Joe said to the unconscious figure, ‘You don’t want to fuck with a man’s reputation.’

He didn’t think Billy would be slagging Cooper down at his local for a while. At least, not until he got his teeth fixed.

Joe and Cooper left Billy lying on his side on his bedroom floor and drove to a classy brothel in the New Town. The Real Gentleman’s Club was decorated like a Victorian bordello. Rumour had it that the curtains alone had cost eleven grand. In the waiting room, Cooper chose a slim young girl called Yvette and Joe went for a slightly chunkier and considerably older whore who called herself Annabella.

They climbed a flight of stairs. Cooper disappeared down the corridor with Yvette. Joe and Annabella climbed another flight. ‘In here,’ Annabella said. She opened the door and turned on the light. The room stank of incense. A parrot in a cage by the window squawked once, then was quiet. It obviously knew when to shut up.

At eight o’clock in the morning, six hundred quid poorer, Joe and Cooper left the Real Gentleman’s Club and spent the next four hours at the Phoenix on Broughton Street sinking a few pints with whisky chasers. Winding down.

Beating people up wasn’t easy.

The ringing phone in Cooper’s sitting room reminded Joe that he’d switched off his mobile last night in case Ruth phoned while he was working and he hadn’t turned it back on yet. He dug it out of his coat and pressed the power button. The phone was several years old, chunky, with a dark grey plastic exterior. Cooper kept telling him it was about time he got a new one. It rang after a couple of seconds and Joe dialled his voice mail. A sexy electronic middle-class English voice told him he had sixteen messages. Fuck, Ruth had excelled herself. Normally she didn’t leave more than ten. She must have had a slow evening. No way was he trawling through that lot now. He turned the phone off and slipped it back in his pocket.

Cooper’s phone was still ringing. Joe might have answered the bloody thing, if this were his house. Probably some twat trying to sell double-glazing. But it certainly wasn’t Joe’s place to answer Cooper’s phone, even if the incessant ringing was becoming really irritating.

Eventually, Cooper glanced round the room and said, ‘Where is the little bint?’

Assuming Cooper was referring to Sally, his seventeen-year-old girlfriend, Joe told him, ‘She went out for a walk with the baby.’

Cooper twisted his neck to look over his shoulder, somehow managing to keep his left leg draped over the arm of his olive green armchair. He shouted, ‘Sally?’

‘I saw her go out,’ Joe said. ‘During the last race.’

Cooper obviously didn’t believe him. ‘Sally?’

Joe had a headache. At the brothel he’d lain awake, hands clasped behind his head, listening to Annabella’s throaty snores. He guessed he’d slept for no more than an hour.

He closed his eyes and did his best to ignore Cooper’s shouts and the phone’s persistent ringing. Yellow lights strobed behind his eyelids. Tiredness muffled the various background noises. He could fall asleep now, if he wanted.

‘Sally?’

Joe’s eyes snapped open. ‘I saw her leave, Cooper.’ His friend was a right fucking twat sometimes. ‘You think I’m making it up?’ On the TV screen Joe saw his horse move from third to second. Only half-a-length behind the leader and gaining all the time. ‘Come on,’ he muttered. Under a furlong left.

Cooper tapped a fingernail against the side of his beer can. ‘She could’ve told me.’

The ringing stopped. Joe breathed out, only then aware he’d been holding his breath. Almost immediately the phone began ringing again. He stopped breathing. After a few seconds he inhaled with a sucking sound and said, ‘You going to get that?’

‘Keep what’s left of your hair on.’ Cooper picked up the phone from the table inches from his hand. Didn’t say a word. A puzzled expression creased his forehead. He passed Joe the receiver, gripping the phone so hard his knuckles were white. ‘Ruth,’ he said.

Joe filled his lungs, then exhaled through his nose. ‘Can’t you leave me alone?’ he said to his wife. His horse was challenging for the lead. ‘Come on.’

She sounded hysterical. Her words ran together. He couldn’t make out a damn thing she was saying. For Christ’s sake. He’d been out all night before. ‘What’s the big deal?’ he asked her.

In reply she made noises that sounded like an unmusical child singing a difficult melody.

Was she jealous? Did she think he’d been sleeping with someone? He interrupted her. ‘Take it slowly.’

Once, a long time ago, she’d said, ‘Fuck whoever you want, cause it won’t be me.’ When was that? Ten years ago?

The noise stopped. Joe heard her catch her breath. She said, ‘Gem.’ She wheezed. Tried to speak. Choked. Tried again. Broke down, whining.

Jesus Christ. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Come on.’

She thought he was talking to her. She managed to say, ‘Home. Please.’

‘Quick as I can.’ Joe hung up. ‘Ruth’s flipped.’ He asked Cooper, ‘What did she say to you?’

‘Didn’t catch much of it.’ Cooper’s fingers drummed on the beer can. ‘Passed her on to you, eh?’

‘She mention Gem?’

‘Might have. Couldn’t really tell.’

‘I have to go.’

‘Well done,’ Cooper said, tilting his beer can at the TV.

A hundred quid at four-to-one. Not bad for sitting on your arse drinking beer, Joe thought. Not bad at all.


TWO

Joe drove halfway across Edinburgh wondering what his little girl had done this time to upset her mother. Gemma was nineteen. A bright girl. But with only a year of university under her belt, she’d decided to chuck it in. Announced one day that she was leaving Edinburgh to stay with Adam Wright, a distant cousin of her mother’s, for a while. When Adam’s parents died in a car crash a few years ago, he had inherited a stack of money and bought an ugly old warehouse of a building on the outskirts of Kirkwall in the Orkney Islands. Entirely founded on having had a few stories published in women’s magazines back in the early nineties, he set up a writers’ retreat, and installed himself as a sort of literary guru. Ruth couldn’t stand him. Probably because he’d once spilled red wine on her dress at a wedding reception. Gem, who had notions of becoming a poet, thought Adam was wonderful. And Adam was fond of her, too.

‘You can’t give up university just like that,’ Ruth had said the night Gemma told them of her plans.

Gem had an old school atlas open across her knees. She pointed to Edinburgh, then, with her finger, drew a line directly north. Beyond the Scottish coastline, she hit the group of islands where Adam’s retreat was located. She looked up. ‘Further east than you think.’ She smiled at Joe.

Ruth stormed out of the room.

‘I’m sure you’ll love it in Orkney,’ Joe said.

She closed the atlas. ‘I better go see if Mum’s okay.’

Joe called Adam a few days before Gem left and told him to take good care of her. Adam promised she’d be well looked after. Really, he said, she was in extremely capable hands. Orkney was a lot safer than Edinburgh. Hardly any arseholes running around with baseball bats.

He hung up when Joe told him what would happen if any harm came to her.

Joe’s fingers were tingling as he got out of the car. He locked it. Fumbled for his flat keys. Dropped them. He swore and picked them up off the pavement.

He ran up the stairs. Couldn’t help himself.

Ruth opened the door the minute his key scratched in the lock. She was a mess. Her eyes looked like she’d scooped them out, dipped them in a tin of tomatoes and put them back in. She sniffed. Wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She said, ‘Gem.’ She turned her head. Wisps of dyed brown hair shrouded her face.

He grabbed her hand. Snot slid around under his fingers. ‘Tell me.’

Her hand slipped out of his grasp. She looked at him, lips stretched, gums pink and fleshy. He could have sworn she was grinning. Left of centre, a single strand of saliva bridged her lips. She said, ‘She’s dead.’

He formed a fist. Slammed his knuckles into his open palm. He kicked the door. Let his hands drop. Ruth’s shoulders were shaking. Her jaw quivered. She looked hideously old.

‘Piss off.’ Joe wiped his hand on his trousers. ‘You’re a lying cow.’ He turned his back on her.

‘Don’t go.’ She grabbed his sleeve. ‘I need you.’

He swatted her hand away. Bile coated his tongue. He went to the bathroom. Locked the door. Spat in the sink. He felt dizzy. His armpits itched. He sat on the toilet and shouted through the door, ‘When did this happen?’

‘Come out.’

The smell of urine made him want to retch. He lurched towards the door.

He grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled. His scalp hurt. He pulled harder. The pain was satisfying. He yelled. Then he caught sight of himself in the mirror. He let go. He looked ridiculous. A thirty-eight-year-old man trying to pull his hair out by the roots. Fucking ridiculous. ‘When I’m ready,’ he muttered.

He leaned against the sink. The cold tap dripped. He tightened it. No difference. Needed a new washer. Bugger it. He’d been meaning to get it fixed for a while. He watched drops of water explode against the grey enamel. Fascinating little liquid bombs. When he looked up at himself in the mirror he felt sick. Felt like he’d swallowed a bucket of phlegm.

Hands clammy, he turned the doorknob and pushed the door open. Ruth was huddled in the corner, facing him. ‘What happened?’ he asked her.

She didn’t look at him. ‘Pills.’

‘Pills,’ he said, nodding. ‘Pills. What kind of pills?’

‘Paracetamol.’

He stared at the swollen veins on the backs of his hands. Putting on a bit of weight, maybe. His wedding ring was too tight these days. He cleared his throat. He couldn’t say it.

After a while Ruth said it for him. ‘She killed herself.’

Standing on the finishing line, clutching the hare to your chest – and you can’t let go – as a thirty-five kilo greyhound sprints towards you. The dog rams you in the stomach. Bam. Joe struggled to get his breath back. Then, still panting, he said, ‘She wouldn’t do that. Not Gem. Not my daughter.’

Ruth looked at him, her red eyes squeezing tears down her face. ‘The police said there were no suspicious circumstances.’

He stuck one of his knuckles in his mouth and bit it. It tasted salty.

‘She was depressed, Joe.’

He took his finger out of his mouth.

Ruth said, ‘They have to do a post mortem.’

‘Why, for fuck’s sake?’

‘Don’t get angry. It’s the law. They’re doing it as soon—’

‘I don’t want to know.’ He caught himself grabbing a handful of hair again. Stopped just in time. He shoved his hands in his pockets where they couldn’t do any damage. His legs were shaking. He’d have to sit down. ‘When did it happen?’

‘Last night.’

His hands sprang out of his pockets, fingers splayed. ‘And you didn’t tell me?’ Fingers so rigid they hurt.

‘How could I?’ She pressed her back against the wall. ‘I tried.’ She put her head in her hands and spoke into her lap. ‘Your phone was turned off.’ She lifted her head, screamed. Joe raised his hands. Fucking racket. She stopped after a while. Took several rapid breaths. Then, quietly, she said, ‘I didn’t know where you were.’

‘Could have tried Cooper’s.’

‘Nobody answered.’

‘What, all night?’

‘Nobody answered.’

‘Could have left a message.’

‘I left hundreds of fucking messages on your fucking mobile.’ She screamed again. Then took a long wheezy breath.

Joe said, patiently, ‘You could have left a message at Cooper’s.’

‘Oh, yeah. Right. Hi, Sally. If you see Joe could you tell him his daughter’s dead? Brilliant, Joe. Where the fuck were you, anyway?’

He shrugged. ‘Out.’

‘What, all night?’ She was mocking him.

‘Happens. You know it happens.’

Now she was definitely grinning. ‘Young, huh? Was she? Pretty?’

‘Don’t start, Ruth.’

‘Dark-haired? Nineteen? Blue eyes? Remind you of your daughter, Joe?’

‘Stop it.’

‘Remind you of Gem, eh?’

He shouted. ‘Stop it.’ He stepped towards her. ‘You’re fucking disgusting.’

‘Was she good, Joe? Was she?’

He shouted, ‘Shut the fuck up.’

She pushed her face towards his. ‘Answer me. Was she a good fuck, Joe?’

He opened the door and hurried downstairs. Last thing he wanted was to batter the fuck out of Ruth. It wasn’t her fault her daughter was dead.

That was the fault of the fucker who swore he’d look after her. Adam Wright had broken his promise. And now it was Joe’s turn to break something.


THREE

Joe didn’t know what happened to the rest of the afternoon. He’d needed a drink while he decided what to do about Adam, so he went to a few bars in the Grassmarket and had a couple of whiskies in each. Then he headed up Victoria Street and along the High Street. He had another couple in The World’s End and was feeling relaxed until a very short man tried to pick a fight with him. Worried he might kill the little twat, he left.

Twat. Twatt.

He remembered Gemma telling him, ‘Dad, you’ll love this. There’s a village in Orkney called Twatt.’

It was getting dark outside when he made his way back to his car. He fumbled for his keys. The damn phone was in the way. He took the phone out of his pocket, opened the car door and climbed inside. He turned on the phone and sat for a while thinking about the messages Ruth had left. Messages he had not yet heard. Fuck them. Fuck her. He started the engine and headed for Leith.

Rain dotted the windscreen as he crawled along Restalrig Road. Still early yet. The telephone kiosk at the bottom of the road was empty. Give it an hour or two, there’d be a huddle of whores round what Tina called ‘the fuck box,’ hiding whatever sexual transaction was being conducted inside. Further along, a skimpily dressed trio tottered on high heels towards the car as he drove slowly past. One of them, an unlit cigarette dangling from her glossy lower lip, looked about fourteen. The other two were older, smoking for real. Ten feet away their pimp stood under an umbrella, a Rottweiler crouched at his feet. Joe drove on. No sign of her. Maybe she wasn’t here yet.

Since the police abolished the tolerance zone back in November of last year, she’d been a little harder to track down. She now moved in a random pattern around Leith. Normally he rang her mobile. If she was busy he left a message and she called him when she could. But . . . Fuck, he didn’t want to wait tonight. He’d drive down to the Shore. Try there.

He was about to put his foot down when he spotted Tina’s shiny white handbag gleaming in the headlights. He looked up, peering at her face, making sure it was her. He blasted his horn. She recognised the car and smiled. She was probably thinking her luck was in. Only eight o’clock and Bob was here with the readies. Yeah. Bob. That’s how she knew him. Her little half-wave made her blouse rise and the flash of bare stomach made Joe shiver.

He pulled over. Reached across to open the door.

She beat him to it. ‘You’re early.’ She tugged at her skirt. Lifted her arse. Tugged again.

‘If your skirt’s uncomfortable,’ he said, ‘you can take it off.’

‘That’ll be a first.’

He didn’t reply. After a while, still wearing her skirt, she leaned back in her seat and sighed.

‘Nice and warm in here,’ she said. ‘Snug.’

He drove in silence, trundling past Victorian tenements, a couple of newsagents, a pub.

She shifted in her seat. ‘Problems?’ she asked.

‘Could say that.’

‘Wife?’

He said nothing.

‘Why don’t you leave her? Nice guy like you. Why stick around?’

‘Not that simple.’

She put her hand on his thigh and kneaded his leg. Her fingernails, what was left of them after she’d finished biting them, were green. ‘You smell of booze,’ she said. ‘You drunk? You shouldn’t be driving, you know.’

‘I’ve never been more sober in my life.’

She squeezed his thigh. His leg trembled under her fingers. ‘You’re early tonight,’ she said.

He was about to tell her he’d be away for a while when a couple of drunken twats stepped off the pavement ten feet in front of the car. One of them pointed his finger and tried to look threatening. Joe pointed right back at him. Didn’t brake. Why the fuck should he? The bumper clipped the imbecile on the side of the leg. Joe saw him collapse in the mirror, spinning when he hit the ground. He clutched his knee. His friend gesticulated angrily.

‘Stop the car.’ Tina reached in to the back. ‘You still keep the bat here?’

Joe slowed to a halt. ‘Leave them, Tina.’

‘Won’t be a minute.’ Tina grabbed Joe’s baseball bat from behind the driver’s seat and leapt out of the car. Joe opened the door on his side and got out and leaned against the roof. The uninjured man was shouting obscenities, ignoring his friend. Tina strode up to him and jabbed him in the gut with the end of the bat. As he bent over, winded, Tina stepped back and took a swing at his jaw. The bat shuddered on contact. He fell over on his side and shut up.

His friend looked at Tina, both hands clasping his knee. ‘Jesus,’ he said.

Ignoring him, Tina grabbed his unconscious friend by the trouser leg and dragged him partially onto the pavement. Joe walked away from the car. Approached her slowly. She was struggling with the dead weight. He placed his hand on her elbow. ‘Let me do it,’ he said.

She shook his hand off. ‘Take this.’ She gave him the baseball bat, then grabbed the other leg and hoisted the rest of the poor fuck off the road. Tina offered her hand to the unconscious man’s friend. He shook his head. Scrabbled to his feet. He waddled onto the pavement, tucked his head under his arm and started to cry.

‘Okay, now?’ Joe held out his hand and Tina’s fingers brushed against his. ‘Let’s go,’ he said. They went back to the car. She insisted on driving. He sat back and closed his eyes, listening to the hum of the engine.

‘You going to put that away?’ she asked him.

Opening his eyes, he saw her glance at the baseball bat lodged between his knees. He picked it up and lobbed it over the back of the seat.

She ran her left hand through her hair. She had thick hair. Not like Ruth, whose hair was so thin that in places you could see her scalp through it. Probably from dyeing it all these years.

He put his hand on Tina’s bare leg. It was cold and smooth. He let his hand ride up her skirt.

‘You want me to stop the car and blow you? You pay for it, Bob. You ought to try it some time.’

He shook his head. He felt like going home to his bed. Cuddling up to his crazy wife. Falling asleep. But he could hardly do that, could he? What he wanted was to speak to somebody who knew Gemma. Tina was okay, but she didn’t know his daughter. Cooper, maybe? Cooper knew her as well as anybody. Cooper and Joe had been friends since their schooldays. Yeah, he’d go see Cooper in a bit. Joe rummaged in his pocket, extracted his wallet and opened it. He counted a thousand pounds in twenties.

‘I’m not going to be around for a while,’ he said.

‘I might miss you.’

‘Might?’ He laughed. ‘You say the nicest things.’ He started counting the money again. Exactly one thousand. Gently, he prised her left hand off the steering wheel and pressed the money into her palm.

‘What’s that for?’

‘Being so fucking kind,’ he said.

She leaned across and kissed him on the cheek.

Tenderness. You get it where you can. Even if you have to pay for it.

She drove to her flat, saying she wanted to bury the money he’d given her. She probably meant it literally. Under the floorboards or somewhere.

She invited Joe in. He accepted. Cooper could wait. Joe had only been to Tina’s flat once before and he’d been so drunk he remembered her bedroom, but not much else.

In the hallway she flicked on the light, then hiked up her skirt and started to walk towards the sitting room with her arse jutting out.

‘Don’t,’ he told her.

She gave him a look he couldn’t classify. Push him and he’d say she was disappointed, but she couldn’t be, could she? After all this time. Anyway, she was a whore. She wriggled back into her skirt. He followed her into the sitting room. Too tidy. It looked unlived in. A fitted kitchen was crammed into the right-hand third of the room. The surfaces were spotless and he couldn’t smell the slightest trace of cooking. Maybe she never cooked. Dined out every night. A different punter each time.

‘Drink?’ She was bending over the fridge, holding one of those baby bottles of Stella. He nodded. She closed the fridge door and investigated a few random drawers before she found what she was looking for. ‘Got the bugger.’ Joe smiled when she brandished the bottle opener. She levered the top off the bottle and the beer fizzed. Joe slumped onto the settee. She put the bottle opener back in the drawer and handed him the bottle. She said, ‘Just going to put the money somewhere safe,’ and disappeared from the room.

Joe pressed the chilled bottle to his cheek and stared at the blank television screen in front of him. Before long, Tina returned and joined him on the settee. He yawned. ‘Want me to open a window?’ she said. ‘Fresh air might keep you awake.’

He shook his head. ‘Got a fag?’ He took a mouthful of beer.

She snapped open her handbag and dug out a packet of Silk Cut. ‘Didn’t know you smoked.’ She offered him the packet.

He took one of her cigarettes and put it between his lips. He’d given up more than two years ago. ‘Light?’

She pointed an orange disposable at his face. He leaned closer. Sucked. The smoke bit the back of his throat. He coughed, eyes watering. He coughed again. She was laughing at him.

‘Fuck it,’ he said. ‘Been a long time. Too long. You have it.’

She took the cigarette from him and pasted it to her lips. ‘This is how us pros do it.’ She tilted her head back, puckered her mouth and launched a smoke ring towards the ceiling.

His throat felt like it was stuffed with sandpaper, but at least he’d stopped coughing. He wiped his eyes and took a long swig of beer.

‘What’s the matter?’ she said. ‘Wish you’d tell me.’

‘You got more beer?’ He wished he could tell her, too. He’d have to go soon. Speak to Cooper. About Gem.

She fetched another beer from the fridge. Got the bottle opener. Brought both items over to him. She sat down and kicked off her shoes. The straps had left welts on her feet. Her toenails were green like her fingernails. ‘Well?’

‘I saw a kid back there. When I was looking for you. Looked like she should be at school. Or doing her homework.’

‘That’ll be Kylie. Runaway from Dundee.’

‘I’ve never seen a kid soliciting, Tina.’

‘Showed up last month. Three of them.’ Smoke trickled out of her mouth. She licked her lips. ‘Don’t know the other two. They claim they’re sixteen.’

‘Not the ones with her tonight. They were old enough to know what they were doing.’

‘No, the other two look like schoolgirls. I think they’re local.’

‘Shit,’ Joe said. ‘What’s going on?’

She leaned her head back and took a deep drag. ‘The older girls say it was almost unheard of before the police closed down the tolerance zone.’ She blew smoke at the ceiling. ‘You couldn’t work underage in a monitored zone. Couldn’t get away with it.’

The police introduced the tolerance policy in the early eighties. You wanted a shag, you went to Leith’s Coburg Street. Worked beautifully for nearly two decades. Then, last year, local residents forced the police to designate a new tolerance zone in Salamander Street. For Joe, it was a fucking nuisance. It lasted little more than two weeks before the police shut down the zone permanently. Which, for Joe, was an even bigger fucking nuisance.

Still, he coped. The more pernicious consequence was that the city, virtually free of child prostitution for nearly twenty years, was in danger of reintroducing something that made Joe’s stomach turn.

‘Kids,’ he muttered. He faced Tina on the settee, suddenly feeling depressed enough to cry. He changed the subject before he embarrassed himself. ‘When my wife told me she was pregnant,’ he said, ‘I was angry.’

‘Not surprised,’ Tina said. ‘No offence, but you’re getting on a bit.’

‘I’m talking twenty years ago. Round about the time the police introduced the original tolerance zone.’

‘My mistake.’ She grabbed his beer and took a swig. Handed it back. ‘Go on.’

‘I didn’t want a baby,’ he said. ‘Too young to be a father, you know. Too irresponsible. Too busy having a good time.’

‘Down Coburg Street.’

‘Piss off. Not then.’

‘Piss off yourself,’ she said. ‘Baby wasn’t planned, I take it?’

‘Hardly.’

‘Were you married?’

‘Nearly a year.’

‘Was it good?’

He looked at Tina. He’d enjoyed her company at least once a week for the last couple of years, but he’d never studied her face before. Glossy orange lipstick thickened her lips. Her nose was too big and had been broken in a couple of places. Dark blue mascara hooded her eyes. She was hardly what you’d describe as pretty. Pretty girls worked the lap dancing circuit if they could. The Fantasy Bar, Bottoms Up, Hooters. Best of the lot was the Western Bar, where the girls got to keep all the money they made. He studied Tina. No, maybe not so pretty, but she could handle herself, though. She’d been simply stunning with that baseball bat.

‘Stop staring.’

‘Piss off,’ he said. ‘Any more beer?’

‘You’re fucking delightful company tonight.’ She got up again. Opened the fridge door. ‘Last one.’

‘Sometimes I wonder why Ruth married me,’ he said as she brought him the beer.

‘More to the point, why did you marry her?’

‘That would be telling.’ He gulped down half the contents of the bottle.

‘Why do I bother asking?’ She put her arm round him and he let his head fall against her neck. ‘You can’t even tell me your real name, Bob.’ She smelled of cheap perfume and smoke. ‘Even though you know mine.’

He sat up and drank the rest of the beer. ‘I prefer Tina.’

‘And what’s wrong with Ruth?’

‘You wouldn’t want to know.’ Ruth, he thought. He should talk to Ruth. Not Cooper. If he wanted to talk to someone who knew his daughter, he should talk to his wife. Maybe, he thought as he stood up, he was just a little bit drunk.


FOUR

Ruth, his wife, his delightful wife, was in the kitchen. Ah, bless her, the wee bundle of joy, she’d changed her clothes. She was sitting at the table, slouched over like she was suffering from stomach cramp, a mug of tea cradled in the bosom of her black dress. Man, could she suffer. Her eyes were crimson. She didn’t look up at him. Scattered on the table in front of her were half-a-dozen travel brochures. Joe could make out the covers of only three: Andalusia, Morocco, Tunisia. Her favourite holiday locations. Time to run away, was it? Her daughter was dead and Ruth was planning a holiday. She never faced anything. Fuck. Give her a break, you twat.

He dragged out a chair, sat down opposite her and tried to be kind. His tongue felt thick. ‘You shouldn’t be on your own.’

Slowly, she lifted the mug to her mouth. She slurped, gasped, set down the mug. Her gaze drifted towards him. ‘You’re so considerate.’

He waited a moment, then said, ‘What happened to Gem?’

Her eyes held his for a couple of seconds. Then she looked into her mug. ‘I don’t believe you.’ She lowered her head and he noticed she was developing a cracker of a bald patch at the crown. Her head jerked upright. Spit flew out of her mouth when she said, ‘I don’t fucking believe you.’ Her face was screwed up, old, ugly. ‘You’re a fucking’ – her hands flew into the air, fingers spread – ‘bastard, Joe.’

He put his head in his hands and rubbed his eyes. When he took his hands away the overhead light seemed unnaturally bright. He looked up at it and winced. When he looked back down again she was staring at him, her upper lip curled. Her face was still old and ugly.

She said through quivering lips, ‘Don’t you care that your daughter’s dead?’

‘I’m asking,’ he said. ‘What happened?’

‘You’ve got a cheek. You know it’s your fault.’

He waited a moment. ‘I was nowhere near her. How can it have been my fault?’

‘She left because of you.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘Why do you think she left, then?’

He stood up. ‘I don’t have to listen to this shit.’

‘You wish, Joe. You fucking wish.’

‘What do you mean, she left because of me?’ He sat down again.

‘She was unhappy. You didn’t talk to her about it.’

‘I would have.’ He ran his hand through his hair. It felt thin, more like Ruth’s every day. ‘I would have. What do you mean? Talked to her about what? The fuck’re you on about? I didn’t know she wanted to talk. She didn’t say anything.’

‘How could you not know?’

He tapped his fingers against his brow. ‘Why – why didn’t she say? Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Why do you think she left university? Why do you think she left home and went to live on some godforsaken island with a relative she hardly knows?’ Saliva gathered at the edges of her mouth. ‘Because she was happy?’

Joe turned away. ‘What was upsetting her?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ruth squeezed her mug between her hands. ‘Something happened. She wouldn’t tell me what.’

‘She wouldn’t have—’

‘She would. You fucking dumb bastard. You know she would have told you anything.’

‘If she didn’t tell you—’

‘Joe, she loved you.’ Ruth banged her fist against her heart. ‘God knows why, but she loved you.’

He felt as if all the blood had drained from his body. ‘Why didn’t she say something? If there was a problem.’ He swallowed. ‘She should have said.’

‘You never asked.’

‘I didn’t know. Fucking hell. I didn’t know anything was wrong. Why would I ask?’

‘You should have.’

‘Well, I fucking didn’t, you dozy bitch. How many times do I have to tell you?’

‘If you’d fucking paid attention, maybe she wouldn’t be dead.’ Ruth jumped to her feet and slung the mug at him. It missed, crashed into the cooker behind him and exploded. The side of his face was wet. He stretched his tongue towards his cheek. Cold, strong, black tea. Veins of dark brown liquid trailed across the pine table, bunching at the bottom edge of Ruth’s travel brochure for Morocco. He looked sideways at the floor. Puddles of tea swelled on the linoleum.

‘Was that a full cup?’ he asked. ‘Or don’t I deserve that much wastage?’

Her shoulders rocked up and down, the only indication that she might be laughing. Of course, she might equally be crying. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I’d drunk hardly any of it.’

He still couldn’t determine her mood. Nothing new there. Now she was staring at her fidgeting hands. He wiped his cheek with his palm.

‘I saw this TV programme once.’ She looked at him, eyes shiny. ‘This woman lost her daughter. Car accident. She said her biggest fear was that she’d never stop crying.’

Joe waited. Finally he said, ‘What are you trying to say?’

‘Never mind.’ She lowered her head. ‘You weren’t there for Gemma.’

‘What was I supposed to do?’ Joe stamped his foot and was annoyed with himself at the childishness of his gesture. He grunted, steadied himself. ‘I didn’t know anything was wrong.’

‘You could write a book about the things you don’t know.’ She turned her head to the side and stared at the wall.

He bent over and squeezed her chin between his fingers, forcing her to face him. She lowered her eyes. Refused to meet his gaze. Her face was grey, tear-streaked. Quietly, he asked her, ‘What else don’t I know?’

‘I’m being mean,’ she said, looking at the floor. ‘Take no notice.’ Her jaw moved between his finger and thumb. ‘Shouldn’t be too hard for you.’

He let go of her. ‘I’m going to Cooper’s.’

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Off to your boyfriend’s loving arms at the slightest excuse.’

‘Fuck your jealous bullshit.’ Joe came very close to hitting his wife. If he stayed any longer he wasn’t sure he’d be able to control himself.

‘I assure you I have nothing to be jealous of,’ she said. ‘Believe me.’

‘’Bye, darling,’ he said as he slammed the door.


FIVE

If he pressed any harder he’d push the damn buzzer right through the wall.

A light drizzle dotted the illuminated name panel, which was casting an orange glow over the back of Joe’s hand. Just about enough light for him to read his watch. Early yet. One twenty. What was Cooper doing in bed? He released his finger from the buzzer momentarily to wipe his damp forehead. He’d left the car at home and walked over here. Like Tina had said, the fresh air had done him good.

He felt fine. Clear-headed. Calm. The row with Ruth almost forgotten.

He stabbed the buzzer a couple more times and then held the fucker down.

The buzzing added a bass accompaniment to the drunken singing coming from just around the corner. Hearts supporters expressing contempt for their city rivals. If you hate the fuckin’ Hibees clap your hands. Judging by the steady increase in volume, they were heading this way. Pretty hard, these football fans, daring to wake up the whole neighbourhood. Joe watched them swagger into view. He counted six of them. Five wore maroon and white scarves. The other carried his scarf scrunched up in his hand. The only thing hard about them was their consonants.

The one with the bare neck spotted Joe. ‘Clap your fucking hands, Dad.’

Joe didn’t take his finger off the buzzer.

Another one grabbed both ends of his scarf in his fist and stretched his arm above his head. He stuck his tongue out of the side of his mouth, leaning his head to the left. Joe reckoned he could snap the skinny fuck in two and toss one half into Broughton Street, the other into Leith Walk, without drawing breath.

The rest of the gang dutifully laughed. Then the joker let go of his scarf and started chanting: You’re going home in a fucking ambulance. Ah, Joe thought, they’d managed to learn two songs. Immediately the others joined in. You’re going home in a fucking ambulance. They pointed at Joe, belting out their tuneless one-line chorus.

Cooper’s voice crackled out of the speaker. ‘Who the fuck is it?’

Joe said his name.

‘What’s that racket?’

‘Hearts choral society.’ The latch buzzed and Joe pushed the door open. He closed it behind him, muffling the roar from the street as the gang, seeing their opportunity disappearing, charged. Too late. The chance of a bit of sport had gone. He gave the wall a gentle rap with his knuckles and strode forward. One of the little twats pounded on the door behind him. Joe thought about going back, slamming his fist into the noisy fucker’s face. But he let it go.

Cooper lived towards the rear on the ground floor.

Joe found him framed in his doorway. He was wearing only a pair of black boxers. Not uniformly black. The word ‘HUNG’ was written in yellow. He was smoking, the thumb of his free hand tucked under the elastic of his pants. ‘The fuck you want this time of night?’

‘I need to talk.’

‘Since when?’ Cooper flicked ash onto the floor. ‘You read too many fucking books.’ He raised his eyebrows. When Joe didn’t respond, he added, ‘Fucking pansy.’

‘It’s Gem.’

Something like concern flickered over Cooper’s face. Then he steeled himself, as if remembering who he was, and his face once again adopted its usual bored expression. He took a drag of his fag. He removed his thumb from his waistband and stuck his hand down his pants. For a moment or two he scratched his balls. It seemed to help him make a decision. He said, ‘You better come in.’

Joe followed him through to the sitting room. ‘Hope I didn’t wake up Gary,’ he said to Cooper’s back.

‘That kid’d sleep through a gang bang.’

‘Takes after his dad, then.’ Joe wrung his hands together. He felt nervous.

‘Run that by me again.’ Cooper flicked on a lamp and slumped in his usual seat. He dangled one bare leg over the arm of the chair. ‘Sounded like you were questioning my sexual potency.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ Joe had come here to talk. The problem was, he didn’t know where to start. He sat down and said, ‘Bloke told me about these gadgets I thought you might like.’

Cooper looked interested.

‘Pussy snorkels, they’re called. They have these bits that go up your nostrils.’ Joe demonstrated with his hands. ‘And these legs that clip over your ears.’ He touched his ears.

Cooper looked bewildered.

‘They help you breathe,’ Joe explained. ‘When you’re muff diving.’

Cooper’s face lit up. ‘Pussy snorkels.’ He banged his hand on the arm of his chair. ‘Fantastic. Pussy snorkels. For muff divers.’ He roared with delight. ‘These things genuine?’

‘Believe so. Got an address. I can get a couple to try out.’

‘Sure,’ Cooper said. ‘Fuck me. Have to give them a shot, eh?’

‘Thought you’d be amused.’ Joe reached over and lifted the glass ashtray Cooper had nicked from the Boundary Bar a few years ago off the table. He held the ashtray towards Cooper.

‘That what you woke me for?’ Cooper glanced at the wilting ash hanging from the filter poking between his fingers, and stubbed out the cigarette with a couple of turns of his wrist. ‘To tell me about pussy snorkels?’

Joe placed the ashtray back on the table. The cigarette butt still smouldered. ‘I didn’t think you’d be asleep yet.’

‘Hard work being a father, Joe.’ Cooper yawned. ‘You should know. I mean, Gemma must have—’

‘Gemma’s dead.’ Joe spoke so quietly he wasn’t sure Cooper had heard. But Cooper had stopped speaking.

When Joe looked towards him, Cooper said, ‘You’re shitting me.’

Joe said nothing and looked away.

Cooper said, ‘You’re not shitting me.’

Joe stuck his head in his hands. When he looked up, Cooper was standing in front of him. Joe stared at the word, ‘HUNG’ and said, ‘You want to get your crotch out of my face?’

‘I’ll get changed. You want a drink or something?’

‘Bring a bottle.’

‘I’ve got some Bunnahabhain.’

Joe stared into his hands. A moment later he heard the sound of clinking glasses. When he looked up Cooper, still in his underpants, was twisting the top off a whisky bottle.

‘I’ll do that,’ Joe said. ‘You go make yourself decent.’

Cooper shrugged.

A girl’s voice, thick with sleep, said, ‘What’s going on?’

Joe turned in his seat and raised his empty glass to Sally. ‘Fancy one?’ Cooper’s girlfriend was standing in the doorway, wearing only a t-shirt.

‘Hi, Joe.’ Sally gave him a forced smile. ‘Give it a miss, thanks.’

Cooper said, ‘Come on back to bed.’

‘You coming?’

Cooper grabbed her arm. ‘Just to get changed. My enormous pecker’s embarrassing Joe.’

On her tiptoes, she leaned her head against his shoulder. ‘I’m tired, Chicken.’

Joe coughed and began pouring himself a drink. The whisky-glug was a magnificent sound. Full of warmth. Cooper led Sally back to bed.

When Cooper returned, wearing a pair of black chinos and a faded t-shirt bearing the legend ‘FILTH’ with an accompanying picture of a pig in a policeman’s uniform, Joe said, ‘What’s the matter? Couldn’t find a chicken t-shirt?’

‘Get fucked.’ Cooper plunged into his seat. ‘Pissed off because nobody has a nickname for you?’

‘What’s with “chicken,” anyway?’ Joe poured a dram for Cooper and handed him the glass.

‘Fucked if I know.’ Cooper sipped his Bunnahabhain. ‘She’s decided she wants to call me Chicken.’

‘Anybody else called you that, you’d nut them.’

‘Sally wants to call me Chicken, she can call me Chicken. It’s a term of endearment, Joe. That’s what it is.’ He took another sip. ‘Matter of fact, she can call me what she likes. One of the benefits of being my son’s mother.’

‘Fair enough.’ Joe knocked back his whisky and poured himself another. He offered Cooper the bottle. Cooper stretched out his arm and Joe topped up his glass.

‘So,’ Cooper said. ‘What happened?’

Joe leaned back in his chair. His jaw felt slack. ‘You know Gemma as well as anybody.’

‘Practically her uncle.’

‘She wouldn’t kill herself, right?’

‘Who knows what makes them unhappy, Joe.’

Sadness swam through Joe’s veins, mixing with the whisky. Even his best friend had realised Gemma was unhappy. Joe’s fingers tightened around his glass. When it broke, he didn’t move, just sat staring at the dribble of liquid, the shards of glass, the small piece stuck in the flesh of his palm. He was amazed at how sharp it was, how little it hurt.

‘I’ll bill you,’ Cooper said. ‘That’s bloody expensive whisky you just wasted.’

Joe plucked the glass out of his hand and dark blood leaked out. He put his hand to his mouth, sucked.

Cooper picked up the remote control and turned on the TV. ‘Bet there’s nothing on,’ he said.

Joe got up, staggering a little as he went to the toilet. He held his hand under the cold tap. The cold water numbed his hand. Penetrated to the bone. It felt pretty good. He flexed his fingers. The bleeding had slowed. He dried his hand on toilet paper to avoid getting blood on the hand towel, then rummaged in the overhead cabinet. He found a box of Mickey Mouse plasters. Nothing else. Fuck it. Who cared? He stuck a plaster on and plodded back to the sitting room.

Broken glass still lay on the table. Cooper was watching a car advert. Channel 5. You could tell by the poor reception. ‘Henry,’ Cooper said. ‘Some player.’ He chuckled. ‘Va-vavoom,’ he said.

Joe trudged through to the kitchen, grabbed some kitchen roll and returned to the sitting room with it. He picked up the glass fragments and wrapped them in several sheets of kitchen roll. He mopped up the spillage, carried the parcel of glass through to the kitchen and dropped it in the pedal bin tucked inside the walk-in cupboard.

It occurred to him that he knew this house almost as well as his own. Straight to the walk-in cupboard. Didn’t have to think about it. Scarcely a day passed when he wasn’t here. Where was the bin at home? It was a moment before he remembered that Ruth kept it under the sink. He thought maybe he should go home. But he felt too weak. Like he’d lost pints of blood. He glanced at his Mickey Mouse plaster. Home seemed like a major journey, a huge undertaking that he really wasn’t capable of. Not now. And why should he? That crazy bitch would just yell at him and accuse him of being a queer. Anyway, Cooper had two spare bedrooms. Shame not to use one of them. Or Joe could just sink into one of those comfy armchairs and nod off.

When he stepped into the sitting room, Cooper looked up and stabbed the remote control with his thumb. The TV screen went blank. ‘You okay?’

Joe lowered himself into his seat and paraded the plaster to Cooper.

‘Lovely,’ Cooper said. ‘So, what happened to Gem?’

It took Joe ten minutes to relate the facts. All the while he peppered his statements with threats against Adam. Talking to Cooper clarified where the blame lay. Adam was supposed to look after her. Adam had fucked up.

Surprisingly, Cooper didn’t agree. He said, ‘Leave it.’

Joe’s hand felt stiff. ‘That your best advice?’

‘There was nothing you could do, Joe. Gemma was unhappy. Nothing anybody could do about it.’

‘If I’d spoken to her, found out what was troubling her—’

‘Leave it alone. It’s done.’

‘Maybe I could have stopped her.’

‘You weren’t there. You couldn’t have known.’

‘Adam was. He’s to blame. Yeah?’

‘You’re drunk,’ Cooper said. ‘You’re not thinking straight. Get some sleep. Hey, look, we’ll talk in the morning.’

‘It’ll make more sense then, will it? That what you’re saying?’

‘Deal with it, Joe.’

‘That your best advice? Anything happened to your kid, anything happened to Gary, that’s the advice you’d want from me? Fucking “deal with it”?’

‘Probably not.’ Cooper shook his head. ‘Fact is, I’m really shite at this sort of thing.’

‘Really?’ Joe paused, then he said, ‘More drink?’

An hour and four whiskies later Joe left Cooper watching TV and went to bed in the spare room. When his head hit the pillow, he closed his eyes and realised with an overwhelming intensity that his only child was dead. Deny it all he liked, and he would when he was sober again, the loss was incomprehensible.

He could not allow it to have happened. Jesus, he was sounding like Ruth, for Christ’s sake. Adam was the one who shouldn’t have let it happen. The man was a fuck-up. Shouldn’t be allowed to live.

Before he fell asleep, it occurred to Joe that maybe Gem had spoken to Adam. She liked him, so it was possible she’d confided in him. Maybe Adam knew why she’d taken her own life. Maybe Joe should speak to Adam before killing him. A couple of questions wouldn’t hurt. Yeah, a couple of questions, then he’d kill him.
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