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Prologue

––––––––
Breasts.
The body of the young woman lay on the kitchen table. The face, azurean white in the melancholic repose of death; the eyes, open and stark, staring blankly into whatever world of demons she had ventured; the body, lying to attention, as if on parade; and then the breasts. Small, firm, strangely upstanding in the fluorescent light of the kitchen.

What would happen if they were removed, now that the girl had been dead for over three hours? Would they fold into some amorphous mass, losing their singular beauty, or would they remain firm and shapely, their allure and elegance preserved?

The killer looked over the rest of the body. Until now the victims had all been men. In death their bodies were always brutal and ugly, repugnant flesh on the cusp of decay. But this girl, with her smooth, ghostly complexion, the neat, silvicultural thatch of thin blonde hair nestling snugly between her thighs, and her beautiful breasts, was so much more. It would almost be a shame to cleave into the luxurious pale skin.

Perhaps it would be simpler to send off an ear or a hand. A bland statement of release to the dear departed's family. A pleasant reminder of their daughter. Something for them to cherish in future years.

A delightful surprise, this girl, when a man had been expected. Hugo, she had said her name was. A final, pointless, damning lie. And the poor girl had been so disappointing in death. It was always the most sumptuous part of it, that horrified look on the face as they watched the cut-throat razor descend with elegant panache to the proffered neck. But this one. This girl. She had hardly looked interested.

Drugs probably. That would be it. So high on drugs that she'd hardly noticed. That was the trouble with people – the great bane of these times – there were just no standards any more.

It was time. And it had to be the breasts. It was so much more artistic. The killer smiled, ever the slave to the aesthetic, and, firmly clutching the right breast, pierced the skin with the eight-inch butcher's knife.

The English Are Bastards

––––––––
There's nowhere worse than Glasgow on a freezing cold, dank, sodden day in March, especially when your car is in the garage undergoing repairs costing twice NASA's annual budget, and you are obliged to spend your day cutting hair. Greasy hair; pungent hair; hair riddled with insects; hair which cries out to be fashioned into a work of art, when the customer won't allow; hair which requires the use of a chainsaw, an implement long ago outlawed in barber shops. Hair of all sorts, vile, messy, contemptible.
Barney Thomson, barber, scowled. They were all bastards, every one of them that came into the shop. And if, on occasion, some left feeling like their head had just been raped, then they deserved it.

As he stood at the kerb waiting to cross the road for the final struggle up the hill, a passing van, hugging the pavement, sent a panoramic rainbow of water over his trousers and jacket; and he had no time to move before the rear wheels kicked up that little extra which propelled some more into his face.

He watched it speed off, thought of raising his fist, but sodden apathy got the better of him. There was no point. He hunched his shoulders even further and trudged across the road, imagining the van driver having a heart attack, dying at the wheel.

Sure, it rained everywhere in Scotland, he thought, one foot plodding in front of the other, it was one of the things that defined it as a place. But there was no other city as dour as Glasgow in the rain. Edinburgh – the rain made the castle even more dramatic. Same for Stirling. Perth, a land of kings, glorious in all weather. Dundee, Aberdeen, they were on the east coast, so if it wasn't raining then they wouldn't look natural.

It was just Glasgow. In the sun it looked good, and in the rain it was terrible. An awful place to be.

He was thinking that perhaps it was time to leave. Agnes didn't want to go, but then, he didn't have to take her with him. He could open up his own shop in one of the small towns up north. Fort William, Oban, Ullapool, wherever. Just away from here, and all these bloody miserable people. Like himself, the most miserable of the lot.

Two youngsters, duffel coated against the rain, school bags plastered onto their backs, gallons of molten snot turning their faces into cruel parodies of the Reichenbach Falls, scuttled past him on their way to some pre-school turpitude, and he thought of children. The barber's nightmare. He hated the lot of them, with their mothers looking at every snip of the hair, and talking all the time telling you what to do. And the kids kicking their feet up and down, making noises, incapable of keeping still. You'd spend twenty minutes just dying to give them a clip round the ear. But your hands were tied. Mothers should have to cut the hair of their own children until they were eighteen, he thought, and the only real smile of the day came to his lips.

He was nearly there, the long trudge almost over. He imagined himself to have been on a long trek across the Arctic. In euphonious celebration of his achievement, the rain increased its intensity so that it bounced off the pavement. He hurried the last hundred yards to the shop, but it was to no avail, and by the time he arrived his jacket had given up the ghost, his clothes were sticking to his skin like an over-reliant child, and his carefully nurtured bouffant hair had plummeted into a watery abyss. Neither of the others had yet arrived, and so he had to stand for another minute in the rain, fumbling to get the keys from his pocket before he could escape the downpour.

In the grey of early morning the shop was cold and lonely, and his heart sank further at the thought of the day ahead. He should have become an astronaut when he'd had the chance.

*** 

The television muttered in the corner. Wullie Henderson looked up from the Daily Record to watch the action. Aston Villa versus Derby County. Dire stuff, but football was football, and he'd reached the end of the sports pages.

They were filled with the usual things. Football, football, football, and an enlarged section on the England cricket team's latest test defeat. The size of the report was always directly proportional to the size of the defeat, he reflected, as the ball flew into the net from twenty-five yards, sparking a minor, but nevertheless engaging, pitch invasion.

He looked back and re-read the article on whether Rangers were about to sign Alessandro del Piero for £30 million, in an effort to still be participating in the Champions League come September, then folded the paper and laid it on the table. Took a cursory glance at the front page headline. 'The English Are Bastards'. Par for the course, he thought, as he tucked into his final piece of toast and marmalade. Beneath that story was a follow-up report concerning the latest murder in the city. The most recent in a series of grotesque killings, the work of one man, or so the police believed, which had been dominating the news for a couple of months. The English must really be bastards to keep that off the headline.

'You'll be late. It's nearly five to,' said his wife, not bothering to raise her eyes from the Daily Express.

Wullie Henderson looked at the television. They'd moved onto women's golf, two words that just ought not to be used in the same sentence. Time to go. Looked at his wife. Thought of the girl he'd met on Friday night in the Montrose, and wondered if she'd be there again this Friday. It didn't do any harm to fantasise, though he knew that he'd do more than that if he got the chance.

'Aye, I suppose you're right.'

He stood up, pulled at his jeans, was satisfied that he was beginning to lose some weight, then turned to the back door.

'Here you! You put a jacket on or you'll catch your death out there, so you will. It's pure bucketing down, so it is.'

'I've got one in the motor, and I'll be parking right outside the shop anyway. Keep your knickers on.'

'Aye, well, away you go,' she said to his back, and with a final grunt thrown over his shoulder, he was gone. Moira Henderson looked up from the paper to see the door close, and wondered whether to have another piece of toast.

The rain was hammering down as he stepped out of the door, and he ran to his car. A month earlier he would've been expecting trouble getting it started, but now, as he sat in his new Peugeot 306, his mind was more on how the rain would affect the Rangers-Motherwell game the following night.

The car started like a dream – which would actually be a pretty lame dream if you were to have it – and he set out on the five minute drive to the shop. It wasn't too far, but there were several strategically placed traffic lights, specifically positioned to hold him up in the morning, and he wondered to whom he could complain at the council.

(It was, in fact, a strange coincidence, that the person to whom he should complain was the girl he'd met in the Montrose the previous Friday night. Unfortunate, then, that by the coming Friday, when she would be waiting hopefully by the bar, Wullie Henderson would already be dead.)

By the time he pulled up outside the shop, the torrent of rain had eased, and he left his jacket in the car as he stepped out. There was a light on, which meant that one of the others had already arrived. Probably Barney. Chris would be late again. He was always late on Monday mornings, and Wullie knew he'd have to have a word with him. Some day.

He opened the door and walked in, the little bell ringing above his head, and Barney looked up from the Herald.

'Barney, how you doing?'

'Wullie. Not so bad, not so bad.'

'Good weekend?' asked Wullie, experiencing the sinking feeling that he always felt first thing on a Monday.

'Aye, it was all right, I suppose. You?'

'Aye, aye, fine.' He looked around the drab surroundings of the small shop which had been his workplace for over ten years. Was any weekend which just led back to this place really fine?

'I got soaked when I came in,' said Barney. 'Bloody rain.'

'Aye, terrible,' said Wullie. He looked at Barney, knew he had nothing else to say. The same brief conversation every Monday morning, with seasonal variations, and then they would hardly talk to one another for the rest of the week. No point in telling Barney about the girl in the Montrose.

They stared blankly for a few seconds then, with a nod, Barney looked back at his paper and Wullie went about his business.

*** 

Chris Porter stirred, his head encased in a pillow. His girlfriend had been sacked from her job as a Formula One driver by Tom Jones, the team owner, and he was in the middle of head-butting the Welshman, when he woke up. He smiled. That had been a belter of a dream. He would have to tell Helen later.

He rolled over, his eyes flickering open long enough to glance at the clock. Five past eight. It didn't register and he closed his eyes again, trying to slide back into the dream.

Shite. He opened his eyes, bolted upright. Shite. He'd slept through the alarm. The usual Monday morning event. Shite. He checked the clock again to make sure he wasn't rushing unnecessarily, then leapt out of bed and into the bathroom.

It wasn't that he ever did anything particular on a Sunday night, he reflected, as he washed all the parts of his body that seemed appropriate, randomly spraying water over the floor as he did so. It was just a natural aversion to Monday mornings. He knew it was a good thing that it was Wullie who was in charge and not Barney, or he would've been in trouble a long time ago.

He dressed with unnecessary flourish and flew into the kitchen, debating whether to accept the fact he was late and be even later by having cereal. Finding the fridge uncontaminated by milk, his mind was made up for him, and he sped to the front door and down the stairs with a sigh and an empty stomach.

He was still driving the same old Escort that his dad had bought for him in his last year at school, and after spluttering a little in the rain, it kicked into action and he set out on the ten minute drive to the shop, wondering if this was going to be the morning when he finally got his backside kicked for being late.

He arrived at twenty-five past eight, found a heaven-sent parking space right outside, and ran in. Barney and Wullie looked at him from empty chairs. There were no customers yet. A little prayer answered.

'What time d'you call this, Porter?' said Wullie.

Chris looked around the empty shop, slightly annoyed that he was out of breath after a ten yard run from his car. 'The time before any customers have arrived?'

Wullie raised an eyebrow. 'Aye, it's quiet now, but you should have seen the first twenty minutes of the day. Heaving, so it was. That not right, Barn?'

Barney shrugged, grunted, and went back to reading his paper.

'Won't happen again, Wullie,' said Chris, taking off his jacket and assuming his position.

'Aye, and you lot are going to win the cup this year.'

Chris smiled. 'Hey, we beat Morton three-nil on Saturday.'

'Yoo hoo!' said Wullie, raising his arms in celebration.

'Aye, you can laugh now, but you better hope you lot don't get us in the cup or you're in trouble.'

Wullie laughed again then stood up as the first customer of the day, his hair matted with rain, his face an atlas of misery, came through the door to the melodic tinkle of the bell.

'Aye, I'm shitting my pants, Chris. It's not as if you're going to get past Aberdeen in the quarter final, is it, Big Man?'

'You wait and see.'

Barney watched them from the corner of his eye. Football, football. It was all they ever talked about. It would be so beautiful one day to shut them up. What damage he could do with a pair of scissors. With a shake of the head, and further malicious reflections upon dark deeds, he returned to the gardening page.

Customers Must Have Hair

––––––––
It was going badly. Exceptionally badly. There were voyages of the Titanic which had gone better than this. Barney caught the eye of the customer in the mirror, and did his best not to convey what he knew and what the victim had yet to realise. Sometimes the first haircut of the day can be catastrophic. A headlong rush to do good, which turns to bloody disaster. James IV at Flodden, the Charge of the Light Brigade, the Zulus at Rorke's Drift. It doesn't start out that way, but somewhere along the line it becomes a horror story. Grown men weep.
He surveyed his handiwork, realising the damage being cleaved by his own scissors. The man had asked for a straightforward short back and sides, a Frank Sinatra '62, but things had rollercoastered out of hand.

Ensuring he avoided his customer's gaze, he considered the two options open to barbers in such circumstances. One – keep cutting until all is recovered and the hair looks even. Unfortunately, this usually leaves the victim looking like a US Marine, and if it so happens that he thinks like a US Marine, you're in trouble. Two – cover his head in water, pretend your hair-dryer isn't working, and let the full devastation be revealed to him later on when he is sitting in work, his hair has dried, and his colleagues are having a field day. It's a lucky man who, under such circumstances, has a job which requires headwear.

The man who sat before him was of considerable stature. Seven feet tall, thought Barney. Giant Kills Barber in Revenge Attack. Option one was not viable. It must be number two, with the expectation that such a large man was unlikely to even ask for the hair-dryer in case anyone else in the shop might equate wanting your hair dried artificially with homosexuality.

Intricate and subtle are the politics of the barber shop.

He hesitated, but the decision was made. Imagining himself to be Clint Eastwood, he fixed a firm look in his eye and set about his work with as much conviction as he could muster.

Ten minutes later he breathed a sigh of relief as the slaughtered head retreated from the shop, the victim still unaware of the full horror which had been visited upon him, and curious as to why Barney had deposited a jug of water over his head. Barney made a mental note, to add to the list, to be certain to avoid the bloke in the street for the next few weeks.

He turned his attention to the bench. A man was waiting, but he recognised him as one of Wullie's regulars, so he nodded a slightly resentful acknowledgement and went about sweeping up the debris from the previous customer – noticing in the process that a disproportionate amount of it lay on the right hand side.

As he swept, he cast a wearied glance over his two colleagues, busy doing that barber thing; cutting hair and talking drivel at the same time. Chris was discussing the likelihood of truth in the rumour that Marilyn Monroe had had forty-three abortions; Wullie was grandstanding on the rights of man, as opposed to the rights of women, one of his common topics, to which Barney hated to listen. The words drifted across the short distance of the shop, and no matter how much he tried to switch off, the sound was always there, eating away at him. Like a cancer. Yes, that's it, he thought, a cancer.

'No, no, you see, I hate that,' Wullie said to a young lad. 'All this garbage about girls maturing faster than boys. It's bollocks.'

'You think so, Wullie?' said the boy, bright eyed, acne-blighted face, teeth yellowed by illicit teenage cigarettes.

Wullie smiled. There's nothing a barber likes more than some eager young sponge. 'Aye, of course it is. Think about it. The thing people equate most with maturity is sense of humour. One person's humour is another's schoolboy immaturity. Benny Hill, John Cleese, the Marx Brothers. For everyone that thinks they're funny, there's some eejit who thinks they're juvenile.'

'I hate Benny Hill,' said the boy.

Wullie nodded. 'Exactly. But he was the most famous British guy in America. You know,' he said, adding edge to the voice, 'that he ran for President against Ronald Reagan in 1980 and won nearly twenty percent of the vote?'

The lad looked impressed, nodding his head. Wullie continued before anyone could object, while deploying evasive scissor tactics to avoid cutting off the boy's ear.

'So that's the thing about comedy. What happens is that these young birds lose their sense of humour when they reach puberty, and boys don't, so they all think they're more mature than us. But they're not. They've just forgotten how to laugh, that's all.'

The lad's eyes had been opened. 'Jings, I never thought of it like that, Wullie.'

Wullie nodded, executing a neat manoeuvre around the left ear.

'Thing is, you can't really blame them, can you? I mean, if I'd had a pint of blood bucketing out of me once a month from the age of twelve, I'd have lost my sense of humour 'n all.'

The lad was impressed with Wullie's sensitivity for the female condition. 'Here, you're not one of these New Men, are you Wullie?' he asked, and Wullie smiled.

Barney rolled his eyes, shook his head and went back to his sweeping, an act in which he was deliberate and slow, as he was in everything he did. He had never had the knack of talking drivel to complete strangers. Certainly, he could talk about the weather with the best of them, or could cast an opinion on the repeated episode of Inspector Morse shown the night before – although the opinion usually belonged to someone else – but when it came to uncompromising asinine bollocks, he just didn't have it. He had been cutting hair for over twenty years, and yet, in this respect, he remained an amateur. Still, on this imagined Day of Days, he had something up his sleeve.

The door to the shop opened, accompanied by a gay tinkle from the bell. It was a Sad Man. Barney groaned. The 'few pathetic strands of hair' brigade. Men for whom hair is something which happens to other people. Men who grow a few strands of hair to a length of several metres, wrap it tenuously around their scalps, then wonder if people notice.

The Sad Man looked at the man in the queue, who gestured that he was waiting for Wullie, then walked towards Barney. Barney ushered him into the chair, ran a discreet and well-trained eye over his baldy napper, and wrapped him in the cape.

'What will it be then, Sir?'

'A short back and sides'll be just fine, Big Man.'

A short back and sides. What a joke. Barney looked at his hair, and dreamt of being able to cut it off at its roots. He lifted a pair of scissors, and they itched in his fingers. Twitch, twitch, twitch, eager to cut. Had to control the muscles in his fingers, the thoughts in his head. He sighed, put the scissors back on the worktop and lifted a comb. Might as well do as he was bid. As usual. One day he would have his revenge on all these bastards.

He combed the hair several different ways. He wasn't a fast worker, but he could have had this hair cut and the guy out of the shop in under a minute. But they never appreciated that, these Sad Men, so he knew to spin it out for at least twenty. Make him think he had a decent head of hair on him. A dream maker, that's what he was. He felt like Steven Spielberg as he pondered the tools of his trade. Scissors, brushes, combs and razors, before deciding on an electric razor. Might as well pretend he had to shave the back of the neck and round the ears.

On a normal head of hair that would be good for at least five minutes per ear. He'd been told at barber school that he would resent ears at first, so much would they get in the way, but in time that resentment would pass and he would come to love and cherish the ears, like you did any other more straightforward part of the head. However, it had never happened for Barney. His resentment of ears went beyond rationality, and he knew he would never be cured of it. And, as always, even though there was little to be done with this Sad Man, Barney got himself into a tangle of arms and legs as he attempted to negotiate the elaborate folds of skin and cartilage.

However, ten minutes into the cut things were going smoothly. He was making it look as if he had much work to do, the Sad Man seemed happy, and there had been minimal conversation. Barney looked around the rest of the shop. Chris was reading the paper, Wullie had just finished telling his next customer of Florence Nightingale's outrageous lesbian tendencies.

Barney smiled. Now might just be the time to drop his bombshell, show the others he could compete on level ground. Show them that when it came to talking shite he was right up there with the two of them.

He had no interest in football. He hated it with something approaching passion, if so dour a man could feel passion for anything. Grown men as little boys. A war substitute. But even though he knew nothing of football, he had done something grand. That weekend he had looked at the league tables. He now had a little knowledge.

'Hey, any of you ever read these lonely hearts messages?' said Chris from the bench, the paper rustling in his hands.

Barney turned round quickly, nearly depriving the Sad Man of his right ear. God, would they ever shut up?

'Listen to this. Single woman, late 30's. Interesting looks. Likes gardening, books and quiet nights. Seeks Marty Feldman lookalike.' He laughed, was joined by Wullie and his customer. 'Interesting looks? Bloody hell, she must be a stankmonster if that's the best she can do.'

'Ugly bird, left on the shelf, more like,' said Wullie.

'And these guys are just as bad,' said Chris. 'Forty-six year old aesthete... What's an aesthete again?'

'I think it's someone who changes his y-fronts twice a day,' said Wullie.

'They probably meant athlete. It'll be a printing error,' said Wullie's customer.

'Aye, right,' said Chris. 'Forty-six year old athlete seeks attractive woman in early twenties. Bloody hell, I bet he does. For long walks, gin and tonic as the sun goes down, Corelli's Concerto Grosso in G Minor, Wordsworth, and Renaissance architecture.' He shook his head. 'What a flipping bampot.'

'What are you saying?' said Wullie. 'You don't like Corelli?'

'Not sure,' said Chris. 'Was he the Juventus centre-half the Rangers tried to sign?'

Chris laughed and returned to reading the paper. Barney simmered. He waited to see if Chris would say something else, thinking, 'just shut up for five seconds'. Got ready to talk his own bit of drivel. Opened his mouth, smiled.

'Listen to this one,' said Chris, laughing. 'Mature woman, mid-80s, looking for love. Skilled in Eastern lovemaking. Seeks man in 20s/30s for nights of passion. No cranks. Mid-80s! Can you believe it? Cheeky old midden.'

'There's some strange folk out there,' said Wullie. 'Bet she gets loads of replies. Good luck to the gallus old cow.'

'Eastern lovemaking?' said Wullie's customer. 'You think that means she's shagged someone in the back of a motor in Edinburgh?'

The others laughed, Barney fumed, annoyed at himself for listening. Mid-80s. Incredible. It could've been his own mother, and he shivered at the thought.

Silence again. This time he would seize the moment.

'What d'you make of those Rangers, eh?' he said to the Sad Man, slightly louder than was necessary, and he cast an eye over the rest of the shop to see the reaction he had elicited. Chris was laughing at the paper, and ignoring him; Wullie glanced over, but no more. Barney looked back to the customer.

Sad Man shrugged. 'What about them?' he said. 'Don't really follow it myself.'

He caught Barney's eye in the mirror and looked convincingly back. He was lying. He'd been a season ticket holder at Ibrox for over seventeen years, but he was aware of Barney's conversational deficiencies and there was no way he was talking to him about anything. Even the Rangers.

Barney had little reply, as he was already almost at the cusp of his knowledge; so he lurched into his usual silence. All that waiting for nothing. Feeling spurned, he hurried through the rest of the haircut, managing to stop himself cleaving off several feet of hair emanating from behind the right ear.

Five minutes later, the Sad Man handed over his cash, an extra fifty pence included, and walked out into the light drizzle of morning feeling like Robert Redford.

Barney watched him go, shaking his head with every step. If he ever got to run the shop he would have a sign put in the window. Customers Must Have Hair. He sneered and looked at the waiting area. The next customer up, he shuffled his razors and contemplated whether or not to mention the fact that he knew Rangers were five points clear at the top of the league.

*** 

The day dragged on, following its usual course. Barney only cut about half the amount of hair as the other two, partly because he was a lot slower, partly because few people sought him out in particular ahead of the others. It wasn't until late in the afternoon that he felt able to broach the subject of football again, and with an almost mathematical inevitability he was caught with his pants down.

It was a big bloke, a labourer from a site down by the Clyde. He was wearing a Scotland top, making Barney feel confident in starting a football conversation. Once again he bided his time, then chose his moment with a flourish, foot firmly in mouth, when all else in the shop was quiet.

'What d'you make of those Rangers, eh?' he said, not quite as cocksure as before, but still with a glint in the eye.

'What about them?' growled the Scotland strip.

Displaying the kind of blinkered enthusiasm which allowed Custer to stop for a KFC and a doughnut at the Little Big Horn, Barney failed to spot the warning signs.

'Five points clear at the top of the league. Some team, eh?'

The Scotland strip grunted. 'They're shite. Lost their last three games now. Pile of pish, so they are.'

Barney hesitated, but he bravely determined to battle on, like the German tanks in the Ardennes, until he ran out of fuel.

'Aye, but you know, five points clear at the top of the league. Can't be bad, eh?'

'They're still shite. They're only five points clear at the top of the league because everyone else is even more shite than them.' He looked at Barney. This was a man who ate babies. 'What do you know about football anyway?' he growled.

Barney swallowed, scissors trembling in his hands. Unable to think of an answer, he quickly resumed some gentle snipping, a layer of tension now descended on his little area of the shop. For once he did not dither over a cut and, while ensuring that he did not make a hash of it, sent the Scotland strip packing as quickly as possible. He left with a grunt and all his change in his pocket.

As the door closed behind him, and Barney breathed a sigh of relief, Wullie laughed and spoke to him for the first time since twenty-five minutes past eight that morning.

'If you're going to tell someone how good the Rangers are, try not telling a Celtic fan next time, eh Barney? We don't want a riot in here.'

He laughed again and was joined by everyone else in the shop. Barney, suitably embarrassed, retreated to the hiding place that was his natural reserve, and plotted his usual plans of revenge.

Bastards. They were all bastards.

He looked out the window at the massive figure retreating into the distance, and dreamt of him falling into a manhole, breaking his neck.

The rain thundered down with ever greater intensity. The skies were dark; occasional ferocious streaks of lightning rendered the clouds. The street lights were already on, fighting a losing battle against the gloom. Barney bent low over his brush, sweeping with slow deliberate strokes, and thought of dark deeds. Deeds to match the weather. Deeds which fate would force his hand to commit within the week.

The Lure Of The Flashing Blue Light

––––––––
It rained all the way home. It always rained all the way home when Barney had to walk back from the shop. A phone call to the garage at four o'clock had produced the usual mutterings about a 'big job', and an estimated time of readiness of sometime the following morning – and so he had stepped out into the raging torrent without even making the effort to cover up. Head bowed, spirit broken, besieged by ill humour.
He lived in a top floor flat in a tenement at the university end of Partick, one of the old houses, with huge rooms, and ceilings higher and more ornate than the Sistine Chapel. The kind of place which years ago had fostered a warm community spirit, but no longer in such times as these. Barney viewed all those around him with varying degrees of contempt and suspicion – his neighbours were no different.

He hung his soaking jacket on the hook behind the door and trudged wearily into the kitchen. Agnes was making an uninteresting dinner, with one eye glued to a prosaic Australian soap on the portable television. As Barney clumped in, Charlene was having a fight with Emma's sister's ex-boyfriend's girlfriend Sheila, who was pregnant by Adam's gay lover Chip.

'Good day at work, dear?' she asked, her eyes never leaving the television.

He grunted, took a glass from a cupboard, went to the fridge and poured himself some wine from a carton. Chilean Sauvignon Blanc, flinty with a hint of apple; good length; full breasted; serve with fish or chicken, or perfect as a light appetiser. He took a long and loud slurp and belched. Put the back of his hand to his mouth in some affectation of manners, then pointed at nothing in particular.

'You know what really pisses me off?' He looked at her expectantly, assuming her interest, although long years of indifference should have told him to expect otherwise.

'What, dear?' she said eventually.

'It pisses me off, all these bastards,' he waved his hand, ''scuse the French, who come in there every day and insist on one of they two wee shitbags cutting their hair.' The voice rose a fraction in agitation. 'I mean, do these people, these bampots, actually think that Wullie or Chris is going to give them a better haircut than I am, eh? Eh?' He stabbed his finger in the air, unintentionally pronging a passing fly.

'Yes, dear,' she said. Troy had finally told Charlene that Cleopatra was pregnant by Julian.

'Exactly. I mean,' he continued, slight bubbles of froth beginning to appear at the side of his mouth, a string of spit suspended between top and bottom lip, 'how long have these two been cutting hair? Five, maybe six years. All right, maybe ten for Wullie. So what? Look at me. Twenty years I've been cutting hair,' he said, scything the air with his hand in time with each syllable, 'and I'm bloody good at it.'

'Yes, dear.'

'Bloody right. And look at those two muppets. They couldn't cut the hair off a...off a...' He searched the air for a suitable analogy, finding it as Charlene slapped Tony in the face and told him that there was no way that she and Beatrice could be half-sisters, '...they couldn't cut the hair off a drugged mammoth. No they couldn't. Bloody useless the pair of them. You know what they do?'

'Yes, dear?' She wasn't listening, but the tone of his voice had wormed its way into her subconscious, so she knew to sound inquisitive.

'I'll tell you. They just bloody talk about football all day. As if it's important. Who gives a shite about football? It's a lot of pish. Or that Wullie just stands there and comes out with all sorts of garbage. Did you know,' he began, attempting an impersonation of Wullie and missing by several miles, 'that Cary bleeding Grant had an affair with Randolph Scott? Big bloody deal! As if anybody's going to believe that shite. I mean,' he said, rising to his subject, while his voice descended to Churchillian depths, 'I mean, look at all that's going on in the world. The country's going down the toilet. There's wars and strikes and death.' He clutched the breast of his shirt with his right hand. 'What's happening to the Health Service? Transport? Eh? What about that stuff? There's some bloody heid-the-ba' running about Glasgow slashing folk and cutting them up. What about that? What's the bloody polis doing about that? And what do they two talk about? Football!'

'Yes, dear.' Charlene was now convinced that Troy and Beatrice were having an affair and that Bethlehem wasn't her brother, while some savoury pancakes which Agnes had magicked from the freezer twenty minutes earlier, quietly burned on the stove.

Shaking his head and grumbling in a low voice, Barney polished off the glass of wine and began pouring himself another.

'Where's my dinner?'

'Programme'll be finished in a couple of minutes, dear.' Had Bill really lost his voice, or was he just doing it so that Charles wouldn't realise that Emma still loved Tom?

Barney grunted loudly and wandered off into the sitting room. He flicked on the television, found the snooker on BBC2 and within five minutes was sound asleep.

*** 

The rain struck relentlessly against the window of the dingy little office. Detective Chief Inspector Robert Holdall stared gloomily at the water cascading from the gutters outside and wondered what other disasters could befall him. As he had occasion to do most days, he tried to remember what it was that had made him want to be a policeman in the first place. Action, adventure, glamour, women. Obviously it'd been none of that, so what had it been? A vague desire to fight the forces of evil? Something like that. He'd had the thought in the past that it was because of the sixties Batman TV series, and had spent a lot of time since persuading himself that it wasn't that at all. That would be just too sad. Thwack! Biff! Blam! Love your tights...

The lure of the flashing blue light, that was all. Just the lure of the flashing blue light. He could be driving an ambulance.

There was a knock at his door and a young constable walked into his office. Not long removed from school, the dregs of adolescent acne still clinging wildly to his face, barnacles to a boat. He closed the door behind him and stood before Holdall, nervously awaiting the invitation to talk.

'Constable?'

'Sir. The results from the lab are negative, sir.'

Bugger.

Why are you thinking bugger, Holdall? Of course the results are negative. You're not dealing with an amateur here. You're dealing with some seasoned killer who knows what he's doing. And who's intent on mocking you every step of the way.

'All right, Montgomery.' He wondered as he said it if this really was Constable Montgomery. 'Will you ask MacPherson to come in here, please?'

The constable nodded and disappeared back through the door, leaving a trace of Clearasil in the air. Holdall leant back in his chair, put his hands behind his head, his feet up on the desk. Where did they stand?

Five murders. No corpses, just body parts mailed through the post to the victims' families. Never anything from the package to help them trace the killer. Always postmarked from a different town in Scotland; always a note sent to the police at the same time, each one more laden with derision than the one before. When he caught the guy, which he was sure he'd do, before going through the formalities of making the arrest, he was going to kick his head in.

The door opened and Detective Sergeant MacPherson walked into the room. He was a big man, who had in his day played full-back for West of Scotland, but after being sent off for the eleventh time had decided to save his brutality for the job.

Holdall watched him as he entered the room. He liked him, enjoyed the Barbarian pleasure of working with him. It made him feel safer, if nothing else. And for all his brawn and thuggery, he was a good man. Intelligent with it.

'Take a seat, Sergeant. Won't keep you long. I presume you'll be wanting to get home.'

MacPherson shrugged his giant shoulders. 'There's some football I wouldn't mind watching. It's not that important.'

'That English Premier league stuff?'

'Aye.'

'Don't know how you can be bothered with it. Seems like a load of shite to me.'

He looked away from MacPherson, took his feet off the desk and swivelled round, so that he was side on to the other man. MacPherson knew what was coming, sat and waited patiently for it. Another examination of the facts. Another run through the salient information. Another drive down the road to nowhere. They were in exactly the same place they had been since the first murder, and all there was for them to do was talk. However, he understood Holdall's need to do it.

'Roberts tell you about the lab report?' said MacPherson.

Roberts! Bugger. That was it. Who was Montgomery? Felt a slight redness in his face as he remembered. WPC Eileen Montgomery.

'Aye, aye he did,' said Holdall, shaking his head. He put his hands down, clasping them on his stomach. Felt like he should be giving some leadership to the investigation, but the tank was empty. He had no ideas.

'Where does it leave us, Sergeant? Where are we at?'

MacPherson considered.

'We're in a pile of shite,' he said.

Holdall smiled. That was just about right.

MacPherson continued his recap of events.

'We're nowhere. We've got some eejit running around Glasgow committing indiscriminate murder, then visiting other parts of Scotland to send back a slice of body. No connection between the victims, other than that they've all been men. Don't know if there's any significance to that. Certainly doesn't appear to be a gay thing, and hard to imagine a woman doing all this stuff. But you never know, can't rule it out. Not these days. Anyway, nothing to link the places the body parts have been getting sent back from...'

'Which have been?'

'Pitlochry, Edinburgh, Kingussie, Largs and Aberdeen. We've checked out hotel guest lists in those places for the nights that the packages were posted, but there hasn't been anyone who stayed in more than one of them. We've spoken to everyone from Glasgow who stayed overnight in these towns on the relevant dates, but they all had their reason for being there, and there was nothing suspicious. There've been a few people that we can't trace, and it could be that he left false names and addresses, but it could also mean nothing. There's no reason why someone couldn't have got the train to any one of they places and back again in the same day.'

Holdall nodded, then grunted.

'That's about it, isn't it, Stuart? Everywhere he goes is on a main rail route, so we can maybe assume that he's been taking the train. So that narrows it down.'

'Sir?'

'All we have to do is arrest everyone in Glasgow who doesn't have a car.'

MacPherson smiled. The idea appealed. Too bad it wasn't practical.

'Anything else, Sergeant?'

MacPherson marshalled his thoughts, then continued in his low voice.

'There's no connection with the body parts that he's sending back. So far we've had an ear, a right hand, a right hand and left foot together, a left leg, and then on Friday we had a head.'

Holdall shook his head, still unable to comprehend the awfulness of the crime. Killing someone, beheading them, and then mailing the head back to the family, when they'd probably still been under the impression that the bloke had run away to Blackpool for a few days. Couldn't think about it too closely. You couldn't do that on this job and stay sane.

'This is a sick bastard we're dealing with, Sergeant, a sick bastard.'

MacPherson nodded, continued talking.

'So far we've no idea what he's doing with the remainder of the bodies. Certainly, if he's got rid of them, we don't know where.' He paused, thinking for a second or two. 'I don't think there's anything else, sir.'

Holdall shook his head, staring wearily at the floor.

'No, Sergeant, you're right. There isn't. We've got some sick bastard carving up the citizens of Glasgow, they're expecting us to do something about it, and we haven't the faintest idea what that is.'

For a fleeting second MacPherson felt pity for him. He knew he took his cases personally. But it was all part of the job, and Holdall had been doing it long enough to accept the weight of expectation.

Holdall turned round in his chair, placed his hands decisively on the desk, looked MacPherson firmly in the eye.

'There's nothing else for it, Sergeant. Take the list off the system of everyone in Glasgow who owns a car, and then arrest everyone else.'

MacPherson raised his eyebrows, until the look on Holdall's face told him he was joking. Of course he was. If they did that they would have to arrest too many councillors currently off the roads on drink driving charges. The stink would be unbelievable.

They smiled and, with a wave of the hand, Holdall dismissed the Sergeant from his office.

'Have a good evening, Sergeant. Who's playing?'

MacPherson thought about it then shrugged. 'Who cares? Football is as football does, eh, sir?' He turned and walked from the office.

Holdall nodded. 'You can't say fairer than that,' he said to the empty room. He looked out at the Gothic darkness of early evening, the rain now hammering against the window. Allowed his chin to slump into the palm of his hand. 'Fuck,' he said softly, before rising slowly from the chair.

Death Row

––––––––
Barney looked on proudly as his finest haircut of the month walked from the shop. The lad had wanted his hair cut by Chris, but there had been too many people in the queue ahead of him, forcing him to settle on Barney. And he had shown him what real barbery was all about. The haircut had been a peach. A non-technical short back and sides job, low difficulty certainly, but executed with beautiful panache nonetheless. Even and neat on the top, tapered to geometric perfection around the ears and the back of the neck. Barbery at its finest, he thought to himself, from one of the best exponents of the art in the west of Scotland.
He glanced at the other two to see if they'd noticed, but Chris was too busy discussing the on-going plight of Partick Thistle, while Wullie was contemplating the exact nature of the relationship between Laurence Olivier and Danny Kaye. Barney shrugged. If they were too busy discussing trivialities to notice real genius, then that was their problem.

He turned and surveyed the shop, feeling good about himself. A warm glow. Like the pilot who lands the plane in a storm without a bump, or the teacher who discovers the one pupil in a thousand who understands triple differentiation, the barber who carries out the perfect haircut has reason to be proud.

It was a small shop. A row of four chairs along one side next to the great bank of mirrors, and a long cushioned bench along the other, upon which the customers awaited their fate. Wullie worked the chair nearest the window, Chris next to him, then there lay an empty chair, occasionally filled on busy Saturdays by a young girl moonlighting from an expensive hairdressers in Kelvinside. At the back of the shop, working the fourth chair, was Barney, and he resented it. Behind him was a small alcove, making the room into a slight L-shape, where there was a fifth seat, a seat which hadn't been worked since the great hair rush of the late seventies, when every man in Britain had wanted a perm, so that they could look as much of an idiot as everyone else. It was some surprise to Barney that he had not been relegated all the way back there.

There'd been a time when he'd had possession of the coveted window seat – for some fifteen years in fact – but he'd been ousted late one Friday afternoon in a bloodless coup. Wullie had been after the chair for some time and, using the fact that his father owned the shop to his advantage, he'd executed a manoeuvre that had relegated Barney to the back of the room. It'd been the talk of the shop for some time – the talk of hushed voices – but gradually the affair had quietened down, as Wullie had known it would, and they'd settled back into a steady routine.

However, it had widened the gap between Barney and the other two men. They shared no interests whatsoever and consequently no conversation. And they also shared very few customers, most of them preferring to go to the younger men. Barney was left with a few old boys whose hair he had been cutting for years, a few men who didn't care, and the odd stray first-timers who didn't know any better.

He looked over the queue of ten people crammed onto the seat and realised there were none who fitted any of the required categories. They would all be waiting for one of the other two bastards. However, he still had the post-dream-haircut glow about him. Surely at least one of them would have surveyed the majesty of the hair on the bloke who had just left. Surely brilliance such as that would not go unnoticed.

He looked at the row of men, each with their private thoughts about the ordeal awaiting them. A mini-Death Row. Some sat with anticipatory relish, some were nervous, some were angry, present only on the instructions of their wives. Or mothers.

'Who's next?' said Barney, with the confident air of a fighter who takes on all comers.

Like a row of disciples denying all knowledge of Jesus under the scrutiny of an awkward centurion, most of the ten stared blankly ahead, ignoring him as best they could. The two or three nearest him felt obliged to shake their heads, although only one of them could do it while looking him in the eye. Barney gave them an incredulous stare, but since they were all ignoring him, it was wasted. A change in strategy was required.

It is frequently effective for the unemployed barber to remorselessly select individuals who may well crack under the pressure of personal attention. Another useful lesson from Barber School, which Barney had never forgotten.

'You, my good man,' he said pointing to the chap at the head of the queue, 'come on.'

He had chosen unwisely, however, for this was not a man to be browbeaten. He looked Barney in the eye, unconcerned about such things as direct appeals.

'It's all right mate, I'm going to wait for Chris, thanks.'

Bloodied, but not yet beaten, Barney nodded. 'Fair enough.' He pointed to the next in line. 'You then, my man, on you come.'

The man shuffled his feet and stared at the floor, remembering the words of his wife as he'd left the house; 'Here you, mind and no' let that old bastard at your hair, 'cause you know what he did the last time, and if you come home and you've no' got your hair cut, I'll be like that, so I will, I'll be like that, get back out there. See if you spend that money down the boozer, I'll be like that. I will.' Finally shook his head.

Barney rolled his eyes, gritted his teeth, looked like he was going to punch someone. Did his best to remember the lessons he'd learned from years past, and kept his cool. Perseverance, that was what was needed. Someone would eventually crack. He just had to make sure it wasn't him.

He gestured to the next chap, who noiselessly gestured towards Chris. Barney gritted his teeth again. He wasn't coping with this at all well. One more. He'd try one more.

'Here you, what about you?' he said to the next in line, his temper beginning to spill over.

The man ignored the tone of voice. 'No thanks mate, I'm just going to wait for Wullie, if that's all right.'

The final straw, settling gently on the camel's back. Forgetting everything he'd learned at Barber School, Barney cracked.

'No, it bloody well isn't all right.' He stared angrily up and down the row of embarrassed faces. 'Not one of you, eh? Not one of you is willing to get your hair cut by me? Am I that bad?'

He pointed towards the closed door. 'Did you not see that haircut I just did. Bloody stoatir, so it was. And you're all going to wait for these two,' he said, sneering. 'It's three-thirty now. If you all wait for them, some of you aren't going to get your haircut at all. I've just pulled off one of the finest haircuts this shop's seen in months, and yet you all just sit there like bloody sheep.' He stared them up and down. 'Well?'

He was aware of the beating of his heart, the redness in his face. Began to feel a bit of an idiot, but something drove him on. Searching for the one who looked the most sheepish, the most likely to crack under pressure.

'You!' he said, pointing. The chap turned reluctantly to look at him. 'Aye, you, young man. How about you? I'll do you a nice Gregory Peck, something like that.'

It was a lad of about seventeen and, with pleasure, Barney realised that he was about to give in. He would have his chance to show the rest of these bastards what a decent haircut looked like.

'Look Barney, if they all want to wait for Chris or me, then that's fine. You can't have a go at the customers. Someone else will come in shortly'

Slowly, Barney turned and looked over at the window. Wullie stood wagging a pair of scissors in Barney's direction. Barney stared back. His heart beat a little faster.

The bastard. The total bastard. That he should have humiliated Barney in front of all these customers.

He stood with his feet spread. An aggressive stance, ready for a fight. Wullie was having none of it. He murmured something to his customer and took a few paces towards Barney. He spoke in a quiet voice, but it was a small enough shop that there was no way that anyone could miss what was said. At the last second, and with a fine sense of diplomacy, Chris turned on his hair-dryer to create some background noise.

'Look Barney, don't think that I'm embarrassing you in front of the customers. You're embarrassing yourself. And them. If they don't want to come to you, it's no bother. Just leave them to it. Gregory Peck, for fuck's sake.'

Barney grumbled something about not leaving them to it, without having the guts to really say it.

'I'll talk to you about it later, Barney, if that's all right with you.'

Barney stared at Wullie, the anger boiling up inside him, but contained for all that. He nodded a bitter nod, sat down in his chair, roughly lifted the paper, and made no attempt to read it.

The moment had passed, but tension still hung thick in the air. Barney looked at his paper for a few seconds, then turned the corner down and glanced menacingly over at the row of men sitting trying to ignore him.

It was the first time he'd felt so humiliated since the window seat debacle, and while he'd eventually let that one pass, there was no way he was going to let Wullie talk to him like that in front of all these bloody goons.

Chris silenced his hair-dryer – much to the relief of the man at the other end of the warm blast – then the only sound in the shop was the quiet snip of two pairs of scissors going about their business. Finally the man at the whim of Wullie's hand asked him if he'd read the gossip about some film star of whom Barney had never even heard, and slowly the shop returned to normal. The quiet hum of pointless chatter, interspersed with electric razors and the gentle flop of hair to the floor.

Then, with the elegant timing of a Victorian watch, the door to the shop swung open. Ten pairs of eyes looked expectantly. The possibility that here might be someone to assuage their guilt. It was a man in his late twenties, unaware of the cauldron into which he had just walked. Quietly closed the door, took his place at the end of the queue.

Barney laid down the paper, stood up, brushed down the seat, lifted the cape, looked the man in the eye. He didn't immediately recognise him. A good sign.

'All right then, my good man. All these others are waiting, so you're next in line.'

Unaware of the expectations weighted upon his shoulders, the man did not even hesitate.

'That's OK, mate, I'm just going to wait for Wullie.'

Barney stood, cape in hand, a bullfighter without a bull. He stayed calm. Bit his tongue, although the sight of Wullie staring at him out of the corner of his eye did nought but increase the desire to explode. He placed the cape back over the chair, deliberately lifted the paper, and once again sat down. Just before his backside hit the seat, he paused, looking once more at the customer.

'Are you sure now, my friend, there's a long queue?'

The man nodded. 'Aye, I'm all right, mate, thanks. There's no rush.'

'Very well.'

Barney slumped into the seat, seething quietly within. He hated all these bloody customers. Who did they think they were anyway? Complete bastards the lot of them. But no matter how much he hated them, it did not tie the shoelaces of how much he hated Wullie and Chris. Those smug bastards. He would have his revenge.

He didn't know how, but somehow he would. He was sure of it. He looked along the shop at Wullie, and then past him out of the window. It was a dark day, the rain falling in a steady drizzle, as it had done all afternoon. Doleful figures passed by, hunched against the wind and rain, unaware of the injustices within the shop past which they scuttled. But some day they would find out. Some day, everyone would know about what went on in the shop. Some day soon.

*** 

Robert Holdall slumped into his seat with the enthusiasm of one settling into the electric chair. Another press conference. The Chief Superintendent was forcing them on him almost daily. He would have liked to have argued that they were stopping him from doing his job, but he had so little to go on that the only thing that they were getting in the way of was his afternoon tea and sandwich.

He was accompanied as usual by the burly press officer, a woman of quite considerable stature, who exercised an amount of control over the press that no man had ever managed. And as Holdall readied himself to read his prepared statement, she silenced the packed room with a couple of dramatic waves of her right arm. This was a woman who ate large mechanical farm implements for breakfast.

Holdall stared gloomily at the words written down in front of him. God it was short. Of course it was. They had nothing to say to these people. What could he tell them? That they were thinking of arresting everyone in Glasgow who didn't own a car? Of course not. And so he had written down three sentences of total vacuity. A nothing statement, forced on him by a bloody-minded boss. He would liked to have seen him sit there and read out this garbage.

He finished staring at it, looked up at the collected press. Aw shite, he thought, there are even more than usual. Maybe a few up from England. He made the decision quickly and without any prior consideration. To Hell with it, he thought, give them something a bit more solid than this piece of vacuous mince.

He cleared his throat and, pretending to read from the paper in front of him, began in his low, serious press-voice.

'Ladies and gentlemen. I shall be necessarily brief today, which I am sure you will understand when you hear what I have to say.' He paused briefly. Shit. What was he going to say exactly? Cleared his throat again, took a drink from the glass of water at his right hand, then jumped into the blazing inferno, eyes open. 'Late last night, officers from this station came into possession of a valuable piece of evidence, the exact nature of which I am not yet at liberty to divulge. It has given us a very definite direction of inquiry which we are now pursuing with all possible vigour.' Not bad, he thought. Optimistic, but vague. Don't blow it. 'Given the nature of this new information, we are hopeful of a major development in this investigation, some time in the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours.' Christ, what are you saying? You idiot. Shut up, and don't say any more. 'I am afraid that I am unable to disclose any more information at this time, but you can be assured that when these anticipated further developments have taken place, you will be notified in the usual manner.'

He closed his mouth, blinked, looked up. A brief second and the room had erupted in a cacophony of noise. He sat looking like a stuffed fish, while Sgt Mahoney did her best to calm the crowd. Eventually, after some time and with much difficulty, the room had returned to rest, and the Sergeant pointed a yellowed finger to a man with his arm raised, near the front of the crowd.

'Bill Glasson, Evening Post,' he said, a look of surprise upon his face. It was the first time he'd been called at a press conference in fourteen years, and he had no idea what question to ask. He knew they were not going to get anything more out of the guy, but they were obliged to shout at him. It was their job. When the tumult erupted he had been asking what the inspector had had for breakfast that morning, just so he could add to the clamour. A new question was needed, however.

'So,' he said, thinking frantically, 'you say you have some idea who the killer is. Do you know exactly who the killer is?'

Holdall shook his head. What a crap question, he thought. He could have sworn that before, this bloke had been asking him something about breakfast.

'I'm sorry, but I'm not at liberty to discuss any information other than that which I have just given to you.'

When it became obvious that he wasn't going to say any more on the matter, the clamour immediately started up again, and after a minute or two, was quietened down. Enough of this, thought Holdall. What's the point? If I go on with this, I'll just end up saying something even more stupid than I already have done.

He muttered quietly to the sergeant that he would only take one more question, and when she announced this to the crowd, there was an even more extravagant commotion and frantic waving of hands. She selected the most innocent looking one, a young blonde haired woman sitting in the centre of the room.

'Greta Burridge, the Mail.' Greta Burridge swallowed. Third day on the job. She had her question to ask, however. 'So, Chief Inspector Holdall, does this mean that the rumours that you intend to arrest everyone in Glasgow who doesn't own a car are unfounded?'

*** 

Holdall sat at his desk, his head firmly buried in his hands. He still hadn't come to terms with what an idiot he'd been. Looked at his watch. Another forty minutes, and then he would have a meeting with the Chief Superintendent. He was going to have to explain himself. As always, he couldn't help thinking of the time he'd been dragged to the Headmaster's office when he was fourteen, after exploding a small bomb in the music teacher's sandwich box.

And he hadn't had an explanation for that either.

Alas, Poor Nietzsche, I Knew Him, Bill

––––––––
The rain streamed against the windows. The old wooden frames rattled in the wind, the curtains blew in the chill draught which forced its way into the room. Ghosts and shadows. Outside, the night was cold and bleak and dark, to match Barney's mood as he sat at the dinner table. He pushed the food around his plate, every so often stabbing randomly at a pea or a piece of meat pie, imagining that it was Wullie or Chris. All the while Agnes looked over his shoulder at the television, engrossed in a particularly awful Australian soap, taped from earlier in the afternoon. The food grew cold on their plates, as Dr. Morrison told Nurse Bartlett that she would never be able to have children, as a result of the barbecue incident at Tom and Diane's engagement party, and Barney gave forth on what he intended to do to take his revenge upon his colleagues.
'I'm going to get they bastards if it's the last thing I do. I mean it.'

'Yes, dear.' Agnes's mind was on other things.

'I mean, who the hell do they think they are, eh?' He stabbed a finger at her. 'I'll tell you. Nobody, that's who they are. They're nobody. And I'm bloody well going to get them.'

'Yes, dear.'

There was a mad glint in Barney's eye. The possibilities were endless, the bounds for doing evil and taking his revenge unfettered, limited only by his imagination; a very tight limit, as it happened. He had been thinking it over since the afternoon's humiliation, and the more he dwelt upon it, the more he liked the idea of murder.

Murder! Why not? They deserved it. You should never humiliate your colleagues in front of the customers. Wasn't that one of the first things they taught you in Barber School? But these young ones today. They never even bothered with any sort of hairdressing education. Five years of high school learning sociology and taking drugs, and they thought they knew everything. They lifted a pair of scissors and started cutting hair as if they were preparing a bowl of breakfast cereal. It just wasn't that simple. It was a skill which needed to be nurtured and cultivated. Like brain surgery, or astrophysics.

The trouble was that they were all bastards, every one of them. Not just Wullie and Chris, but every other cretin who'd ever lifted a pair of scissors in anger. But not for much longer. It was payback time.

'What d'you think? Stabbing? Shooting? Poison even?'

'Yes, dear,' she said, absent-mindedly nodding.

He brightened up. Poison. Brilliant. Agnes was good for bouncing ideas off sometimes. 'Aye, you're right. Poison's the thing. I don't know anything about it, but I'm sure I can find out. I'm sure I can. What d'you think?'

'Yes, dear.'

'Aye, it shouldn't be too difficult.' Murderous plans raced through his mind, a manic smile slowly wandered across his lips. 'One of they slow acting ones, so I can stick it in their coffee during the day, and they won't die until much later.' He rubbed his hands together. 'Brilliant idea. Bloody brilliant.'

There was some illuminated corner of his mind telling him that he wasn't being serious. Not murder. Surely not murder. But it was good to think about it for a while. Thinking about it wasn't the same as doing it.

'Yes, dear,' said Agnes. Was Doreen really a lesbian or was she just pretending she loved Epiphany so she could get close to Dr. Morrison without Blaize becoming suspicious?

Without any further stabs of conscience, Barney tucked into his pie, chips and peas, all the time plotting his wild revenge. It was sad that it had to come to this, he thought, but they had brought it upon themselves. Particularly that bastard Wullie.

Another thought occurred. Perhaps he could poison some of the customers as well. They were asking for it, most of them. He got carried away for a second on a rollercoaster of genocide. Calmed down. He was Barney Thomson, barber, not Barney Pot, deranged dictator. Still, the thought was there, if it ever became necessary. A lot of them deserved it, that was for sure.

His mind began to wander to a grand vision where he was in the shop with two other barbers, neither of whom anyone would go to, while there sat a great queue of people all waiting for him. He would take three quarters of an hour over every haircut, and annoy as many of them as possible. Heaven.

He was reluctantly hauled from his dreams by the telephone. He stopped, a forkful of chips poised on the cusp of his mouth, and looked at Agnes. Her eyes remained glued to the television, oblivious to the clatter of the phone.

'You going to get that, Hen?'

She scowled. 'Can't. Faith and Puberty are about to have it out with Bliss.'

Executing his trademark eye rolling and head shaking routine, he tossed the fork onto the plate and stood up to get the phone, hoping it would be a wrong number.

'What?'

'Hello Barney, it's me.'

He breathed a sigh of relief. It was one of the few people from whom he didn't mind receiving a call, his drinking and dominoes partner, Bill Taylor. This would be a call to arms.

'Oh, hello Bill, how you doing?'

'Not so bad, not so bad. And you?'

'Oh, can't complain, can't complain.'

They discussed trivialities for a few minutes, such as Bill's brother Eric having told his girlfriend Yvonne that he loved Fiona. Finally, however, Bill got to the main item on the agenda.

'Fancy going out for a few pints the night?' he said.

'Oh, I don't know, mate. I need to see my mother. She'd be a bit upset if I didn't go. You know what they're like, eh?'

'Well, how about a couple of pints before you go. I'll meet you down the boozer about half seven, eh?'

'Aye, that shouldn't be too bad. Can't stay too long though.'

'Aye, aye.'

Barney said his goodbyes and trudged back into the sitting room. He tried to ignore the television while he polished off his dinner, then he slumped into the armchair and fell asleep. He dreamt of poison and of long prison sentences and of chain gangs and electric chairs, and then he awoke with a start at just about the time he needed to.

As he left the house, the aftermath of dinner remained where it had been for over an hour, while Chastity and Hope attempted to bundle Mercury into the boot of a car, in what he assumed to be an entirely different soap from the one he'd suffered earlier.

'I'm going to the boozer, then Mum's. All right?'

'Yes, dear.'

'I'll be back about ten.'

'Yes, dear'

He waited for some more reaction, waited in vain, then walked out, slamming the door as he went.

*** 

'Aye, well that's all very well,' said Bill Taylor, brandishing his pint, 'but who is to categorise depth? Eh? Everyone is capable of depth. Nietzsche said, "Some men consider women to be deep. This is untrue. Women are not even shallow." Well, to me that's a load of mince. Now, I'm no feminist or nothing, but I've got to say, even women can say stuff that's deep too. Most of what they come out with is pants, but it doesn't mean they can't say something intelligent every now and again.'

Barney nodded in agreement. 'I never realised that you were a student of Nietzsche?'

Bill grunted, burying his hand in a bowl of peanuts. 'I wouldn't go that far. Obviously I've studied all the great philosophers, but I'm definitely not a fan of Nietzsche.'

'Me neither. Typical bloody German. Spent his life writing about some kind of master race, then he went off his napper, reverted to childhood, and spent the last ten years of his life in an asylum, playing with Lego and Scalextric, pretending to be a cowboy. To be perfectly honest, they nineteenth century German philosophers get on my tits.'

Barney wondered about himself. Why was it that when he sat over a pint and a game of dominoes in the pub, he could talk pish with the best of them, but when the chips were down, and he really needed to, there was nothing there? Like the guy who could hole a putt from any part of the green, until someone offered him a fiver to do it.

'My friend,' Bill said, his mouth full of peanuts, 'you don't need to tell me about German philosophy. I'm as aware as anybody else of its failings. And let's face it, when it comes down to it, all German philosophy amounts to, is "if in doubt, invade it." Aye, that's it in a nutshell, so it is.'

'Well, well, Bill, I never thought I'd hear you talk like that. Certainly Germany was guilty of horrendous imperialism during the first half of the twentieth century, but that's not necessarily indicative of the past two hundred years.'

Barney executed a swift manoeuvre with a double four and lifted his pint.

'Is it not? That's a load of shite. You can't just dismiss fifty years as not indicative. Especially when it is,' said Bill.

Barney paused to take another sip of beer, studying the state of their game of dominoes. It was turning into a bloody tussle, good natured but life-threatening. He was about to make his next move and expand his thoughts on German imperialism, when he paused briefly to listen to what two young women were saying as they walked past their table.

'So I says to her, that's not right, Senga. I'm like that, Neptune's the planet that's the furthest from the sun at the moment. All right, Pluto's further away most of the time, but Neptune's got a pure circular orbit 'n that, while Pluto's got an elliptical one, so that for some years at a time, Pluto's orbit takes it nearer to the sun than Neptune, 'n that. I'm like that...'

The voice was lost in the noise of the bar as they moved away. Barney and Bill looked at each other with eyebrows raised.

'Unusual to find,' said Barney, 'a woman with so much as an elementary grasp of astronomy.'

Bill raised his finger, waving it from side to side. 'As a matter of fact, I was discussing the other day with this girl in my work called Loella, the exact...'

'You have a girl in your work called Loella?' asked Barney.

'Aye, aye I do. And as I was saying, Loella and I were talking about anti-particles. I was under the impression that a photon had a separate anti-particle, but she says that two gamma rays can combine to produce a particle-anti-particle pair, and thus the photon is its own anti-particle.'

'So, what you're saying is that the anti-particle of an electron is a positron, which has the same mass as the electron, but is positively charged?'

Bill thought about this, slipping a two/three neatly into the game. 'Aye, aye, I believe so.'

'And a woman called Loella told you this?'

'She did.'

The two men jointly shook their heads at the astonishing sagacity displayed by the occasional woman, then returned with greater concentration to the game. They both tried to remember what they had been talking about before the interruption, but the subject of German imperialism had escaped them and Bill was forced to bring up more mundane matters.

'So, how's that shop of yours doing, eh, Barney?' he said, surveying the intricate scene before him, and wondering if he was going to be able to get rid of his double six before it was too late.

Barney shook his head, rolled his eyes. 'You don't want to know my friend, you do not want to know.'

'Is there any trouble?' asked Bill, concern in the voice, although this was principally because he'd found himself looking at a mass of twos, threes and fours on the table, and sixes and fives in his hand.

'Ach, it's they two bastards, Wullie and Chris,' said Barney. 'I don't know who they think they are. Keep taking all my customers. It's getting to be a right blinking joke.'

Bill nodded. In the past he had been on the receiving end of one of Barney's one hour fifteen minute Towering Inferno haircuts, and in the end had been forced to move from the area to avoid subjecting himself to the fickle fate of his friend's scissors. 

'They're good barbers, Barney.'

Barney stopped what he was doing, the words cutting to his core. Dropped his dominoes, placed his hands decisively on the table. Fire glinted in his eye. A green glint.

'And I'm not, is that what you're saying, Bill? Eh?'

Bill quickly raised his hands in a placatory gesture. 'No, no, Barney, I didn't mean it that way, you know I didn't.'

'Like hell you didn't. Et tu, Bluto?' said Barney, getting within inches of quoting Shakespeare.

'Look, mate, calm down, I didn't mean anything. Now pick up your dominoes and get on with the game.'

With a grunt, a scowl and a noisy suck of his teeth, Barney slowly lifted his weapons of war and, unhappy that Bill had seen what he held in his hands, resumed combat.

The game continued for another couple of minutes before Bill felt confident enough to reintroduce the subject. The quiet chatter of the pub continued around them, broken only by the occasional ejaculation of outrage.

'So what's the problem with the two of them, Barney?' he asked gingerly.

Barney grumbled. 'Ach, I don't know, Bill. They're just making my life a misery. They're two smug bastards the pair of them. Getting on my tits, so they are.'

Barney was distracted, made a bad move. He didn't notice, but Bill did. Bill The Cat. Suddenly, given the opening, he began to play dynamite dominoes, a man at the pinnacle of his form, making great sweeping moves of brio and verve, which Barney wrongly attributed to him having had a glimpse of his hand.

'So what are you going to do about it?' said Bill, after administering the coup de grâce.

Barney, vanquished in the game, laid down his weapons and placed his hands on the table. Looked Bill square in the eye. They had been friends a long time, been through a lot. The Vietnam war, the Falklands conflict, the miners' strike. Not that they'd been to any of them, but they'd watched a lot of them on television together. And so, Barney felt able to confide the worst excesses of his imagination in Bill.

He leant forward conspiratorially across the table. This was it, a moment to test the bond to its fullest.

'How long have we been friends, Bill?' he asked, voice hushed.

Bill shrugged. 'Oh, I don't know. A long time, Barney.' His too was the voice of a conspirator, although he was unaware of why he was whispering.

Barney inched ever closer towards him, his chin ever nearer the table.

'Barney?' asked Bill, before he could say anything else.

'What?'

'You're not going to kiss me, are you?'

Barney raised his eyes, annoyed. Didn't want to be distracted at a time like this. 'Don't be a bloody mug, you eejit. Now listen up.' He paused, hesitating momentarily before the pounce. 'Tell me Bill, do you know anything about poison?'

'Poison? You mean like for rats, that kind of thing?'

'Aye,' said Barney, thinking that rats were exactly what it was for.

'Oh, I don't know...' said Bill. Then, as his rapier mind began to kick in and he saw the direction in which Barney was heading, he sat up straight. He looked into the eyes of his friend. 'You don't mean...?'

'Aye.'

'You've got rats in the shop!'

Barney tutted loudly, went through the headshaking routine, then slightly lifted his jaw from two inches above the table.

'No, no! It's not rats I want to poison.' He took a suspicious look around about him to see if anyone was listening. 'Well, it is rats, but the human kind.'

This took a minute or two to hit Bill, and when it did it was a thumping great smack in the teeth. As the realisation struck, there came a great crash of thunder outside and the windows of the pub shook with the rain and the wind. He stood up quickly, pushing the table away from him, almost sending the drinks to a watery and crashing grave.

This momentarily dramatic display attracted the attention of the rest of the bar, who had, up until then, been sedately watching snooker on the TV. Barney panicked, fearing his plan would be discovered before he had even begun its formulation.

'Sit down, Bill, sit down for God's sake.'

Bill looked down at him, horror etched upon his face for a few seconds, then slowly lowered himself back into the seat. The two men stared at each other, trying to determine exactly what the other was thinking, trying to decide how they could continue the discussion. Bill was clearly unimpressed with Barney's idea. Barney, absurdly, wondered if he could talk him into it.

'Look,' said Barney eventually, attempting to sound hard and business-like, although Bill knew he was soft, soft as a pillow, 'I want to know if you can help me or not.'

The look of horror on Bill's face increased tenfold. 'Commit murder? Is that it? Murder?'

Barney looked anxiously around to see how many people had noticed Bill's raised voice. Fortunately, the rest of the bar had returned to more mundane interests.

'Look, keep your voice down.'

Bill leant forward, once again regaining the mask of the grand conspirator. 'You can't seriously be thinking of killing Chris and Wullie? They're good lads. For Christ's sake man, I know Wullie's father.'

Barney shook his head. He had chosen the wrong man.

'Huh! Good lads my arse. They'll get what's coming to them.'

'But why?'

Barney thought about this for a second or two. It was a reasonable question, demanding a good answer. He fixed his gaze on Bill. 'Because they're asking for it.'

'You're not making any sense, Barney, and whatever you're planning, I don't want any part of it, d'you hear me? Keep me out of it.'

He rose from the table again and started to put on his coat. Barney felt chastened, looked up anxiously.

'Very well, Bill. I'm sorry you feel that way,' was all he said.

Bill pulled on his cap, nodding shortly to Barney as he made to go.

'We never had this conversation, eh, Bill?' said Barney.

Bill looked him hard in the eye. Was there an implied threat in the voice? If he didn't help him, could it be that he'd be included in Barney's murderous plans? Another potential victim? Deep down, however, he could not believe that Barney was serious. Still waited for him to say that it was all a joke.

'I don't know about that, Barney, I really don't know,' he said. Their eyes battled with each other – two weak men – and then Bill turned and walked from the pub, out into the squalid storm of the night.

The New Merlot

––––––––
Holdall sat looking out of the window. Evening rain spattered against the glass. Street lights illuminated the rain in shades of grey and orange. There was a tangible silence in the room. The silence of a courtroom awaiting a verdict; the silence of a crowd awaiting a putt across the eighteenth green.
The Chief Superintendent read the latest report on the serial killer investigation, fumbling noiselessly with a pipe. The only light in the room was from the small lamp on the desk, shining down onto the paper which the old man was reading. It cast strange shadows around the room, the old face looked sinister under its curious glare.

Chief Superintendent McMenemy had been on the force for longer than anyone knew, and his presence in the station went beyond domination. 'M' they called him, and no one was quite sure whether it was a joke. There was no Moneypenny, no green baize on the door, but he was a considerable figure. A grumpy old man, much concerned with great matters of state. And perhaps his senior officers liked the implication; if he was M, then they must be James Bond – although in fact, most of them were 003s, the men who mess up and die in the pre-credit sequence of the movie.

He put the pipe to his mouth and sucked on it a couple of times while attacking it with a match, eventually managing to get it going. Tossed the box of matches casually onto the table, looked at Holdall. There was nothing to be read in those dark eyes – Holdall shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Long, unnerving silences, another of his trademarks. He continued to suck quietly on his pipe, finally pointed it at Holdall.

'Well, Robert, what have you got to say for yourself?'

Holdall tried to concentrate on the question. It was a good one. What did he have to say for himself exactly? He couldn't say the truth – that he'd felt like a bloody idiot giving the press conference and had made something up so that he wouldn't look stupid. Apart from anything else, it was destined to make him look even more stupid when he couldn't produce the promised serial killer, and he had to explain that one to the press.

He looked into the massive black holes of M's eyes, wondering what to say. M grunted and picked up the report so that he could toss it back onto the desk.

'You've got the whole country thinking we're just about to collar someone, when as far as I can see we're no nearer making an arrest than we were at the start. What in God's name were you thinking, man?'

Holdall stared at the floor, trying to pull himself together. Be assertive, for God's sake. The one thing the old man hated was a bumbling idiot. Straightened his shoulders, looked him in the eye. Tried to banish the picture of Mrs Holdall brandishing a frying pan, which had inexplicably just come into his head.

'I thought maybe we should try and sound positive for once. We've spent two months coming across as losers, sir. It's about time people started thinking that we've got some balls about us. If we haven't come up with anything in the next few days, we'll have to say that our enquiries in this respect have come to a dead end. But at least we'll look as if we've got some spunk, and that we're putting something into this investigation. Certainly the shit'll be on our shoes the next time someone is murdered, but until then we have to look as if we're getting somewhere.

'We know nothing about this killer, sir. Why he's doing it, what motivates him... It could be that he won't kill again. Who knows? Or it could be that we come up with a lead in the next few days. We need to show some assertiveness. Try to create some momentum.'

He looked into the impassive face, the eyes which hadn't moved from Holdall while he'd talked, the expression of stone. Now M turned his seat round so that it faced the window, and he stared at the night sky, the dull orange reflection in the low clouds. His pipe had gone out and he once more began to fumble with the matches.

Holdall waited for the reaction. The fact that he hadn't immediately exploded was a good sign. He'd half expected to be out of a job already.

Eventually, after several minutes of working the pipe, followed by ruminative smoking, M turned back to Holdall, holding him in his icy stare. He considered his words carefully; when he spoke, he spoke slowly.

'Well, I'm not sure about this, Robert, and I'd rather you'd talked to me about it first. But on reflection, perhaps it wasn't too bad a strategy. Of course, if pieces of dismembered body start turning up in the post tomorrow morning, like confetti at a wedding, then we're in trouble.' He stopped, pointed the pipe. 'You're in trouble.'

He swivelled the chair back so that he was looking out of the window again, showing Holdall his imperious profile. M toyed with his pipe, tapping it on the desk.

'It might be a good idea if you came up with something solid in the next two days, Robert.'

'Yes, sir.'

He added nothing and Holdall shifted uncomfortably in his seat wondering if he'd been dismissed. Never rise until you've been told, however, he said to himself.

Finally, M turned, a look of surprise on his face that Holdall was still there.

'That will be all, Chief Inspector.'

*** 

Mrs Cemolina Thomson was eighty-five, and lived alone in a twelfth floor flat in Springburn. Smoked eighty cigarettes a day, an obscure brand she'd discovered during the war, containing more tar than the runways at Heathrow; spent her days watching quiz shows on television. Donald Thomson had died when Barney was five years old, and ever since she'd attempted to rule the lives of her children. Her eldest son had long since escaped her clutches, leaving Barney to face the brunt of her domineering personality. Her attitudes had not so much progressed with the century through which she had lived, as regressed to some time between the Dark Ages and the creation of the universe. She was a white, Protestant grandmother with a bad word for everybody.

Barney let himself into the flat, was immediately struck by a smell so rancid it turned his stomach. His first grotesque thought – perhaps his mother had lain dead in the flat for some days, the smell her decomposing body. He steeled himself for the stumble across her rotting flesh, but knew that that wouldn't be it. He had talked to her the night before. Even his mother's crabbed body would not decompose so quickly – certainly not in the damp chill of Scotland in early March.

The first rooms off the hall were bedrooms, and he looked into those to see if she was there. However, as he neared the kitchen, he realised that was where the smell most definitely emanated from. Quickened his pace, burst through the door.

Cemolina stood stirring a huge pot of steaming red liquid, wearing an apron; curlers in her hair. He wondered whether the stench was coming from the pot or from the horrendous stuff women stick in their head when they do a home perm. Decided it was too bad even for that. Must be the pot.

'What the hell are you doing, Mum? That stuff's minging!'

She turned her head. Beads of sweat peppered her face at the effort she was making, her face flushed.

'Hello, Barnabas, how are you? Nearly finished,' she said, turning back to her strange brew.

Visibly wincing, as he always did at the mention of his name, he walked over beside her and looked down into the pot. It was a deep red, thin liquid, bubbling slightly. Up close the stench was almost overwhelming, but Barney did not withdraw.

'What on earth are you making, Mum, for God's sake?'

'What does it look like?' she barked, unhappy at his tone.

'I honestly haven't the faintest idea. What in God's name is it?'

She tutted loudly, bustling some more. 'It's wine, for God's sake, surely you can see that?'

He stared, new understanding, even less comprehension. Maybe that explained it, but he knew nothing about viniculture.

'Is this how you make wine?' he said.

She stopped stirring, looked him hard in the eye, lips pursed, hands drawn to her hips. Nostrils flared. He knew the look, having suffered it for over forty years, and prepared to make his retreat.

'Well, I don't know about anybody else, but it's how I make wine. Now away and sit down, and I'll be with you in a few minutes.'

He nodded meekly, made his exit and closed the door behind him. Glad to escape the kitchen. Went into the sitting room and opened up the windows letting the cold, damp air into the house, clean and refreshing. Stood there for a couple of minutes breathing it in, trying to purge the stench of the kitchen, then withdrew into the room and sat down. Found the snooker on BBC2 and settled back on the settee.

He didn't have long to wait before his mother walked into the room, red-stained apron still wrapped around her, a bustle in her step. Tutted loudly when she saw the open windows, closed them noisily, then sat down to light herself a cigarette. Sucked it deeply, two long draws, then with a shock realised that there was snooker on television.

'For Christ's sake, what are you watching this shite for? Whose Pants! is on the other channel,' she said, grabbing the remote and changing it over.

Barney rolled his eyes, looked at his mother and thought that he might as well not be there. She sat engrossed in the television, while a variety of celebrity undergarments were brought on and the contestants attempted to identify them from the stains. She had finished her second cigarette by the time the adverts arrived. Lowering the volume, she turned to look at her boy.

'Why are you making wine, Mum?'

She shrugged. Not all questions in life have answers, she thought. 'I didn't have enough sugar to make marmalade,' she said, and pulled hard on her newly lit cigarette. 'So, how are you? You're looking a wee bitty fed up?'

He sat back, staring at the ceiling. Could he talk to his mother? Probably not. He'd never been able to before, so why should he suddenly be able to start now? Mothers aren't for talking to; they're for obeying and running after. At least, that's what his mother was for. Iron hand in iron glove.

'Ach, I'm just a bit cheesed off at work and all that, you know. It's nothing.'

She drew heavily on the cigarette. 'Oh aye, what's the problem?'

'Just they two that I work with, they're really getting to me. Keep taking all my customers, so they do. Pain in the arse, to be quite frank.'

Now Cemolina shook her head. Lips pursed, eyes narrowed. Saw conspiracy. Believed Elvis was abducted by aliens on the instructions of the FBI. 'It doesn't surprise me. Yon Chris Porter. He's a Fenian, isn't he? Can't trust a bloody Tim.'

Barney shook his head. 'No, mum, the other one's just as bad.'

She looked surprised. 'Wullie Henderson? He's a fine lad. Goes to watch the Rangers every week, doesn't he?'

Barney nodded. Felt like he was in the lion's den. Even his mother put great store by football. 'Maybe he does, Mum, but that's not the point.'

'Oh, aye. What is the point, then?'

'I don't know. They take all my customers. Make me look bloody stupid in front of everyone. They're all laughing at me.' He stopped when he realised that he sounded like a stroppy child with a major humph, lip petted, face scowling. Cemolina hadn't noticed. Either that, or she was used to seeing him like this.

'So, what are you going to do about it then?'

Barney stared at the floor, wondering what to say. Felt he had to obey the golden rule of not confessing murderous intent to your mother – notwithstanding the Norman Bates Exception, when you and your mother are the same person – and his villainous ardour had been partly quashed by Bill's horrified reaction to his nefarious scheme. There was little point in talking to her about it. And who was he fooling anyway? He wasn't about to kill anyone. He was Barney Thomson, sad pathetic barber from Partick. No killer he.

He shrugged his shoulders, mumbling something about there being nothing that he could do. Sounded like a wee boy.

'Why don't you kill them?' she said, drawing forcefully on her cigarette, as far down as she could go.

He stared at her, disbelief rampaging unchecked across his face. 'What did you say?'

'Kill them. Blow their heads off, if they're that much trouble to you. Your old dad used to say, "if someone's getting on your tits, kill the bastard, and they won't get on your tits any more".'

Barney looked at her. Staring at a new woman, someone he'd never seen before. His mother. His own mother was advising him to kill Wullie and Chris. Stern counsel. She couldn't be serious, could she? Was that the kind of thing his father used to say? He remembered him as kind, gentle; distant memories; soft focused, warm sunny summer afternoons.

'D'you mean that?'

She shrugged, lit another cigarette. 'Well, I don't know if they were his exact words, it's been about forty year after all, but it was something like that I'm sure.'

'No, not that. D'you really think that I should kill them? Really?'

'Of course I do. If they're upsetting you that much, do away with them. You've been in yon shop a lot longer than they two heid-the-ba's. You shouldn't let them push you about. Blow their heads off.'

A huge grin began to spread across Barney's face. He had found a conspirator. A confidante in the most unlikely of places.

'I can't believe you're serious.'

'Why not? They're bastards, aren't they? You says so yourself. Especially yon Fenian, Porter.'

'Wullie's worse.'

She looked sad, downcast. 'I don't know. A good Protestant lad gone wrong.'

Barney gazed upon his mother with wonder. That her mind was now undoubtedly caught in a tangled web of senility was completely lost upon him, so delighted was he to find an enthusiast. He was about to broach the subject of poison, when she realised that the adverts had long since finished. She held up her hand and returned her gaze to the television.

The presenter, an annoying curly-haired man with thick Yorkshire accent, was holding up a gigantic pair of shorts, festooned with numerous revolting stains. A caption at the bottom of the screen gave a choice of four celebrities. The giggling girl, all lipstick and false breasts, partnered by Lionel Blair, pressed the buzzer, giggling some more. 'Pavarotti!' she ejaculated, and with a 'Good guess luv, but not correct this time. A big hand for that try though, ladies and gentlemen', from the presenter, the audience erupted.

And so the show continued for another ten minutes, before with a 'thanks for watching, ladies and gentlemen, please tune in next week when once more it will be time to Name That Stain!', it was over. Cemolina lowered the volume again, turned back to Barney, the look of the easily satisfied on her face.

'So, you're going to blow their heads off?' she said, her look giving a stamp of approval.

Barney stroked his chin in murderous contemplation. 'I was, eh, thinking of poison. D'you know anything about it?'

Cemolina grabbed the arms of the chair, lifting herself up an inch or two. She was a slight woman, but still she presented an imposing figure, especially to the weak son.

'Poison!' she shrieked. 'Poison, did I hear you say?'

Barney flummoxed about in his seat for a second, a landed fish. Recovered his composure enough to speak, although not enough to stop himself looking like a flapping haddock.

'What's wrong with poison?'

Her head shook like a tent in the wind. 'It's womany for a start. You'd have to be a big jessie to want to poison somebody. Did I bring you up as a girl? Well, did I?'

'No, mum,' he said.

'No, you're damned right I didn't. Act like a man, for pity's sake. You've got to give it laldie, Barney, none of this poison keich. Blow their heads off. Carpet the floor with their brains. Or get a hammer and smash their heads to smithereens.'

'Mum!' There was a growing look of incredulity on his face, horror in his voice. He had long known that everyone had their dark half, but he'd never really thought that everyone included his own mother.

Cemolina looked aghast. 'You want them dead, don't you? You says so yourself, so what are you blethering about?'

'Aye, aye, I do, but something simple. I don't like mess.'

She screwed up her face, waved a desultory hand. 'Well, I didn't think you'd be that much of a big poof. I just thought that if you were going to do it, you might as well have some fun while you're about it.'

Barney looked at his mother with some distaste. Maybe she was mad. But then, it had been him who'd been thinking about killing them in the first place. She had merely added some enthusiasm to the project.

'Ach, I don't know, mother. I'll have to think about it. I certainly don't think that I could beat anybody's head to a pulp.'

She scowled at him and turned her attention back to the television to see which quiz show would be on next.

'I cannot believe you're being such a big jessie. Your father would've been black affronted, so he would,' she said, turning the volume back up. 'Black affronted.'

'Yes, mum,' said Barney.

He couldn't do it. Not anything violent. He knew he couldn't. Perhaps, however, he could get someone else to do it for him. A hired hand. There was a thought. And as the opening strains of Give Us A Disease started up, he sank further into the soft folds of the settee and lost himself in barbaric contemplations.

A Pair Of Breasts

––––––––
Margaret MacDonald glanced up at the television, which had been droning away in the background all morning. They were running over the previous night's football results. She raised her eyebrows. Rangers had lost two-nil at Motherwell. Typical. That was why Reginald had been in such a foul mood when he'd come in last night. And still this morning. Stomping around like a toddler who'd been woken up too early, and then charging out the door without saying a word to her. God, men were so pathetic.
Her eyes remained on the television, but she wasn't watching. She was thinking about Louise, as she had been for the past three days. It wasn't like her to just vanish. Nearly twenty now, and there had been plenty of times in the past when she'd gone off for the night without letting them know where she was. But three days.

Felt that nervous grip on her stomach, the tightening of the muscles, which she'd been experiencing more and more often. Gulped down some tea, tried to put it out of her mind. It wasn't as if she didn't have plenty of other things to think about.

The doorbell rang. She jumped. Looked round in shock, into the hall, could just make out the dark grey of a uniform through the frosted glass of the front door. Swallowed hard to fight back the first tears of foreboding. It was the police. The police with news about Louise.

The doorbell rang again. Feeling the great weight resting upon her shoulders, she rose slowly from the table, inching her way towards the door. Whatever she was going to find out wouldn't be true until she had opened that door and had been informed. Her hand hovered over the key; she wished she could suspend time; wished she could stand there forever, and never have to learn what she was about to be told.

She turned the key, slowly swinging the door open, the first tears already beginning to roll down her cheeks.

'You all right there, hen, you're looking a bit upset?'

She started to smile, and then a laugh came bursting from her mouth. A big, booming, guttural laugh which she had never heard herself make before. She put her hand out, touched the arm of the postman.

'I'm sorry, Davey, it's nothing. I thought you were going to be someone else, that's all.'

'Christ, who were you expecting? The Pope?'

She laughed again, and for the first time looked past him. It was a dark and murky morning, the rain falling in a relentless drizzle. The winds of the previous day had abated, but still it was horrible, as it had been for weeks.

'God, it's a foul morning to be out, Davey.'

The postman smiled. 'I'm not in it for the weather, hen.' He rummaged inside his bag and pulled out a small parcel. 'There's this and a few letters. I'd better be going.'

She took the post from him, looking through it to see if there was one with Louise's handwriting. Looked up to see Davey MacLean already walking down the road, hunched against the rain, the hood of his jacket drawn back over his head.

'Thanks, Davey. I'll see you later.' He responded with a cool hand lifted into the gloom and then, the Steven Seagal of his trade, went about his business with a certain violent panache.

She closed the door, retreated into the kitchen, shivering at the cold weather. Dropped the letters onto the table – nothing from Louise, fought the clawing disappointment – and studied the parcel. She wasn't expecting anything, didn't recognise the handwriting. Postmarked Ayr. Ayr? Who did she know in Ayr?

Then suddenly it was there. A horrible sense of foreboding. A cold hand touching her neck, making the hairs rise; the chill grip on her heart. She let the package fall from her fingers and land on the table. Her stomach tightened, she began to feel sick. Walked slowly over to the drawer beside the sink and lifted out a pair of scissors. She started back to the table, but suddenly the vomit rose in her throat, and she was bent over the sink, retching violently, as the tears began to stream down her face.

The Accidental Barber Surgeon

––––––––
It came sooner than Holdall had feared. Every morning he'd sit in his office waiting for the phone to ring, the angry herald of more news of stray body parts popping through someone's letter box. Every time the phone rang he'd assume the worst, and given what he'd told the press the evening before, he was even more fearful this particular morning.
However, fate did not even bother to tease him. There came no endless stream of calls concerning more mundane matters, leading to the dramatic one confirming his worst fears. The dreaded call arrived first, and within three minutes of him sitting at his desk.

A woman in Newton Mearns, a woman with a missing daughter, had received what appeared to be two breasts, neatly packed into a small wooden box, that morning. So she had turned up on the doorstep of her local police station, hysterical, and who could deny her that, demanding to speak to the bloody idiot who'd been on television the previous night implying that the police had as good as got their man.

The policeman on duty had done his best to calm her down, and had then put the call through to Holdall to tell him the grim news. And to ask him what the hell he'd meant when he'd talked to the press the previous evening.

When the call had come down from McMenemy's office, Holdall had not been the least surprised. Ill became those who were summoned up there two days running.

*** 

The rain was falling in a relentless drizzle against the window of the shop, the skies grey overhead, the clouds low. Every now and again someone bustled past the shop front, their collar pulled up against the cold wind, a dour expression welded to the face.

The shop was near deserted, as it had been most of the day. Wednesdays were usually slow, and with the cold and miserable weather, this day had been even worse. Barney had had to do only two haircuts all day, both of which had been ropey; one indeed, so bad that he thought it might lead to retribution. He hadn't liked the way the man had asked Wullie for Barney's address on his way out, and had been surprised that Wullie had claimed ignorance on the matter. Nevertheless, it was a day for keeping his head down.

At three o'clock Wullie had offered Chris the chance to go home early, telling Barney that on the next quiet day he could take his turn of an early departure. After that there were only three more customers, all of whom had wanted Wullie to cut their hair. Barney had sat and read a variety of newspapers then had finally given in to the boredom and had fallen asleep, his dreams a web of exotica.

He awoke with a start to slightly raised voices, dragged from a screaming drop down a black, bottomless shaft. Barney stretched, yawned, squinted at the clock. Two minutes past five. Time to go. Thank God for that.

He stood and stretched again, busying himself with clearing up, not something that would take very long. Took his time, however, doing as many unnecessary things as possible, not wishing to leave before Wullie. He listened to the idle chatter from the end of the shop and was not impressed.

'Now 16th century Italian art,' said Wullie, as he put the finishing touches to a dramatic taper at the back of the neck, 'there's the thing. Full of big fat birds getting their kit off. It doesn't matter what the painting's about, in every one there's always about five or six huge birds with enormous tits.'

The customer nodded his own appreciation of 16th century Italian art as much as he could, given that there was a man with a razor at the back of his neck.

'I mean,' Wullie continued, after pausing to pull off some intricate piece of barbery, 'you've got some painting of a big battle scene or something, or a nativity scene for Christ's sake, and they'd still manage to get in some great lump of lard, bollock naked, legs all over the place, dangling a couple of grapes into the gob of another suitably compliant naked tart, with nipples like corks, and her lips pouting in a flagrantly pseudo-lesbian pose. I love it, so I do. It's pure brilliant.'

'Even so,' said the customer, holding up his finger as Wullie produced a comb to administer the finishing touches, 'I still don't think it's a patch on modern art. That's got far more life and soul to it than a bunch of birds with their kit off.'

Wullie stopped combing, looked at the man as if he was mad.

'You're joking? I mean, fair enough, if they painted a bit of paper completely orange, then put a red squiggle in the middle of it and called it A Boring Load Of Crap That Took Me Two Minutes And Isn't Worth Spit, then that'd be fine. But they don't. They'll do that, then call it Sunrise Over Manhattan or Three Unconnected Doorways, or I'm A Pretentious Wank So You've Got To Give Us Three Million Quid. Piece of bloody nonsense.'

'No, no you've got it all wrong. These things have got a depth and soul to them that the likes of you can't see. If you can't see what an artist is saying, then it's because you're not in tune with the guy. That's hardly his fault.'

Wullie shook his head as he dusted off the back of the neck.

'Come off it. Any nutter can splash paint onto something and call it Moon Over Five Women With Hysterectomies,' – Wullie was indeed a new man –  'or something like that. My two year-old niece could do it, and she wouldn't get three million quid.'

'Of course not,' said the man, as Wullie removed the cape from around his neck and handed him a towel, 'and that's the point. If just anyone does it, it doesn't mean anything. The artist, however, is expressing himself, is letting you see what's inside. It means something because it comes from within, from his soul. That's what gives it heart, and that's why people are willing to pay money for it. Artists bare themselves to the public.'

Wullie thought about this for a second or two. The man stood, brushed himself down.

'A fine defence of modern art you've constructed there,' said Wullie eventually.

'Aye, thanks,' said the customer, fishing in his pockets.

'However, it's a complete load of pants.'

The man produced a five pound note from his pocket.

'You're not listening to me, Wullie.' He paused, stared at the ceiling, tried to think of how he could best get his point across. He was not used to such intellectual debate. Reaching for his jacket, he found what he was looking for. 'Let's put it this way. Say some wee muppet playing at St Andrews hacks out of the rough at the side of the green and it flies into the hole. Now, it may seem like a great shot, but let's face it, he didn't have a clue what he was doing. You know he's lucky. But if Tiger chips from the rough and it flies into the hole, you know he meant it. It's a thing of beauty. It's art. The execution and the outcome are the same, but the intentions are different. That's what it's all about.'

He stopped on his way to the door, holding out his hands in a gesture of 'there you have it'.

'Are you saying,' said Wullie, 'that Tiger Woods is the same as one of they bampots who throws paint onto a picture?'

The man laughed.

'I'll never win. See you next time, Wullie, eh. See you, Barn.'

The barbers said their goodbyes, Barney grudgingly, then Wullie turned to start his final clearing up for the day after fixing the Closed sign on the door.

Still muttering at the discussion which had just finished, Barney completed the minutiae of clearing his things away. Now that Wullie had finished, he felt free to go. Naked Italian women; these people didn't half talk some amount of mince.

'Can I have a word, Barney?'

Barney looked up; Wullie walked towards him and sat in the next seat up from his. Barney looked into Wullie's eyes and sat down, suddenly feeling a tingle at the bottom of his spine. It could've been the label on his Marks and Spencer's boxer shorts, but he had the feeling that it was something worse.

'Wullie?'

Wullie was staring at the floor. Looked awkward, like a seventeen year-old boy not wanting to tell his father he'd written off his new Frontera San Diego. He struggled with himself, then his eyes briefly flitted onto Barney and away again.

'Em, this isn't very easy, Barney. I'm not really sure how to say this,' he said. Looked anywhere but into Barney's eyes. Barney stared, a look of incredulity formulating across his face. He couldn't be going to say what he thought he was, could he?

'I'm afraid we've hired a new barber, Barney. It's an old friend of my dad's who's just moved into the area. You know, my dad wanted to give him a job and...'

Barney switched off, knowing what was coming. He couldn't believe it. Felt a strange twisting in his stomach, a pounding at the back of his head. Cold, wet hands. The gutless, gutless coward, making himself out to be merely the messenger of his father's decision, rather than the instrument of it.

How the hell could they let him go? He was the only one in the place who could give a decent haircut. Certainly he was better than these two young idiots, surely everyone could see that? But of course, Wullie would have been telling his father something completely different. Maybe his mother had been right; poison wasn't good enough for him, not violent enough.

'...so, you can work here for another month if you like, or we'll understand if you want to leave now, and we'll keep your wages going for the rest of the month. You don't have to make any decision right now, but if you could let us know in the next couple of days.'

Not once had he been able to look Barney in the eye, and then he sat, an attempted look of consolation on his face, eyes rooted to the floor.

Barney was in a daze, a thousand different thoughts barging into each other in his head. Could not believe it had happened, could not believe that they had had the nerve to do this to him. He was by far the most superior barber of the lot of them. This was ridiculous. His immediate thoughts were of violent retribution. Vicious, angry thoughts involving baseball bats, sledgehammers and pick axes.

But he couldn't show his hand. Not yet. He had to be calm about it. If he was going to avenge this heinous crime, he had to be calculating and cold; he had to pick his moment. Cool deliberation away from the scene of the crime was required. And as he sat staring angrily into Wullie's eyes, which remained Sellotaped to the floor, he decided that he would have to stay in the shop, however great the feeling of humiliation, however great his desire to leave.

'I'll stay for the month,' he said abruptly.

'What?'

Wullie looked up at him, for the first time, surprised. He hadn't expected an answer so quickly, hadn't expected the one he'd been given and, moreover, he'd been thinking about the phone call to the shop that morning from Serena, the girl from the Montrose. Wondering if that was her real name, anticipating Friday night; vague intimations of guilt.

'I'll stay for the month.'

Wullie stared briefly at the floor again. He and his father had assumed that Barney would just take his leave. Hadn't reckoned on an awkward month with Barney still in the shop. He looked up.

'All right, that'll be great. You're sure now?'

'Aye,' said Barney, almost spitting the word out. Managed to contain his wrath. Fingernails dug into palms. Wrath would have to be for later.

'Right then. That's great, Barney. I'll let my dad know.'

That's great, is it? You've just stabbed me up the backside with a red hot poker, and you think it's great because I accepted it. Fucking bastard. He thought it, didn't say it.

Wullie attempted another look of consolation, succeeded only in a  tortoise-like grimace. Went about his business.

Barney stood up to clear away a couple of things which didn't need clearing away. Didn't want to immediately storm out of the shop, knowing his presence would unsettle Wullie. Didn't want him to be at ease any earlier than he should be. Although, should he ever be at ease?

As he lifted an unnecessary pair of scissors from his workplace, he realised his hands were shaking. Didn't want Wullie to see what effect it was having on him. Steadied himself, lifted a cup to get a drink of water. Filled it at the sink next to his workplace – Scottish tap water, the sweetest tasting drink; that was what he'd always thought; not today however. But as he raised it in his still trembling hand, the cup slipped free. Struck the edge of the sink surround and disgorged its contents, some over Barney, mostly over the floor. He muttered a curse. The water ran over the smooth tiles of the floor, a mocking river of humiliation to his disgrace. Mumbling a few other appropriate words which came to mind, he grabbed a towel to dry himself off. Wullie looked over at him and started to walk into the rear of the shop.

'I'll get a mop, Barney,' he said.

Like burning someone's house down, then offering to replace the welcome mat, thought Barney.

'Don't bother, I'll do it in a minute,' he growled, but Wullie felt the restlessness of the guilty and scurried off to retrieve the mop anyway. Barney shook his head and began to clear away the final few things lying around his work area. He lifted the pair of scissors again and studied them, his eyes drifting to Wullie, his back turned to him in the storeroom at the rear of the shop.

What damage I could do with these, he thought, but he knew he never would. If he was to avenge this crime, it would have to be by some subtle act of treachery, not a brutal and bloody stabbing.

He still held the scissors as Wullie emerged from the storeroom with the mop, walking towards him. Barney pursed his lips, tried not to appear too angry.

'Look, Wullie, it's all right. I said I'd get it.'

'I'll just give you a hand, Barney, it's no bother.'

Fine last words.

Wullie stepped forward to start clearing up the water, not noticing it had run so much towards him. His first step was firmly placed into a pool of lying water on a smooth tile, and his foot gave way. He attempted to regain his balance, and in doing so fell towards Barney. Barney raised his hands to catch him. Automatic reaction.

Wullie slumped heavily into Barney and his outstretched hands. Neatly, exactly, with medical precision, the scissors entered through Wullie's stomach and jagged up under his rib cage. He rested in Barney's arms for a few seconds, then pulled back to look at him, an expression of stupefied surprise on his face.

He lurched back, blood pouring from the wound, the scissors embedded in his stomach. Fell back against the chair, which toppled backwards, allowing him to slump down onto the floor. His back rested against the bottom of the chair, his eyes stared blankly one last time up at Barney, his head fell forward onto his chest.

Barney stared mutely down at the body on the floor and the pool of blood spreading across the tiles. His face mouthed silent words of horror, his voice a hushed croak of wind, and finally when it found some substance, it was the weak and desperate voice of the frightened.

'Fuck,' he said.

Garbage Removal

––––––––
Holdall stared blankly out of the window, wondering why it had stopped raining. It deserved to be raining. It had been an awful day, the sort of day when it bloody well ought to rain, because any other type of weather was completely inappropriate.
He'd been annihilated by McMenemy early on, and given instructions to set about investigating every missing persons case that had been reported in the past week, interview every family, and to follow up every new one that came in, anywhere in the West of Scotland. So he had been sent out on the rounds, and worst of all, Robertson had been put in charge of the investigation. Detective Chief Inspector Brian Robertson – the biggest bastard on the force. Think yourself lucky you're not suspended, McMenemy had said to him. Quite the reverse, Holdall had thought.

The day had been spent trailing round Glasgow, wet and dreich and unremittingly miserable, interviewing a series of women whose sons had unquestionably run off to London, and one man whose wife had, without any shadow of a doubt, fled the country with her boss. Her husband, however, was still holding out some hope that she'd been brutally murdered, and was optimistically checking the post every morning.

The day had indeed been long, and then, having returned half an hour earlier, Barney'd had to face Robertson to be given the latest update on the case and his instructions for the following day. Which bore a remarkable similarity to his instructions for the day he'd just endured. Any more than a week of this and he'd be resigning.

I may resign anyway, he reflected as he stared out of the window, noticing with some satisfaction that the rain had just begun to fall again.

*** 

Quiet descended upon the shop. The body lay inert and slouched, propped against the toppled chair, the blood slowly spreading across the floor. Barney stood over it, staring dumbly at the bloody scene. His mind was numb, his feet anchored to the spot, even as the blood began to spread towards them.

'Shit,' he said eventually. It hung in the air, awaiting addition. 'Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.'

The blood about to touch his shoes, he jumped away from it, started pacing around the room. His heart thumped loudly, he began to sweat, his face beaded with perspiration, flirting dangerously with panic. He had killed Wullie. God, he'd killed Wullie. He might have been a gutless bastard, but he hadn't meant to kill him. Not yet, anyway. If he had been going to do it, it would have had to have been on his terms. Why hadn't Wullie just let him clear up the water himself? The bloody idiot. And why had he had to sack him? If he hadn't done that, this wouldn't have happened.

The memory of that, the dismissal, nudged at him again, the feelings of annoyance returned. Maybe it was Wullie's own fault. It was true. If he hadn't sacked him, it wouldn't have happened. Good logic.

He stood on the far side of the shop beside the door, staring at the corpse, the steady flow of blood now beginning to ease. Don't feel bad about it, part of him was trying to say, Wullie got what he deserved. Think about it, it was true. If he hadn't been such a gutless little coward, then he wouldn't be dead now. Perhaps the punishment didn't quite fit the crime, but then what had he been about to do to your life, Barney?

He stood for some minutes arguing with himself over the rights and wrongs of Wullie lying in a pool of blood. Suddenly it hit him – he was going to have to tell someone about it. He would have to call the police, he would have to tell Wullie's wife, Moira. It wasn't just about him and Wullie. There were other people involved. The guilt began to grow. He tasted the blood, felt it damp on his hands. Thought about MacBeth.

What was he going to say to the police? Well, officer, he'd just sacked me and although I didn't mean this to happen, I do think you can see that it was perfectly justified. Very well, Mr Thomson, the officer would say, we'll let you off just this once. But don't murder anyone else.

Of course not. Of course it wouldn't be that easy. And once the police found out that Wullie had intended to sack him, as they surely would from Wullie's father, then they would be more than willing to believe that Barney had meant to kill him.

The phone rang.

His heart stopped beating for some seconds, while it clattered up through his mouth, hit the ceiling and bounced off the floor a few times. He got over the shock, gathered himself together; the phone was still ringing.

He stared blankly at it. 'Shit, what do I do? If I answer it, it places me at the scene of the crime.'

Somewhere in Barney's head there was a calm, calculating half, trying to get him under control. It was that which had reminded him of Wullie's treachery. It was that which now tried to drag him back from the precipice of panic.

'You work here. That places you at the scene of the crime.'

He stared at the phone, trapped in his indecision, the ringing persistent. He still had much to decide upon and this was forcing him to a decision too quickly.

'If I don't get it, I can say I left the shop around five with Wullie still here.'

'Don't be a fool,' his other half replied. 'What if someone sees you leave the shop now? You're caught for a liar. You're bound to go down.'

'But why should I? Why should I go down? I didn't do anything. Not intentional, like.'

'Come on, you fool. No one's going to believe that. If you leave the shop and let the body lie, you've had it. Answer the phone. If it's someone looking for Wullie, say he's already left.'

Barney hesitated. Had to be done, though.

Slowly he walked over, lifted the receiver.

'Henderson's?'

'Oh, hullo, Barney, it's Moira. Is Wullie still there?'

His heart crashed frantically out through his ribs, cannoned off the wall and, after bouncing several times around the room, eventually returned to rest, shaken and battered.

Wullie's wife. It was Wullie's wife. Shit, shit, shit. Stay calm, Barney, stay calm.

'Eh, no, Moira, he's not. He, eh, just left a couple of minutes ago. He shouldn't be too long, you know.'

'Right, thanks then, Barney. Goodn...'

A thought suddenly occurred to him and in his fright he did not ignore it. Give yourself more time, Barney.

'Oh aye, Moira, I forgot. He said he was going to do a bit of shopping or something before he went home.' Not bad for off the cuff, he thought.

'Shopping? What shopping's he doing? Wullie's never been into a shop in his life!'

'Eh, I don't know, Moira, he didn't say.' Maybe it hadn't been so brilliant after all.

'Oh God, I wonder what he's up to now. I'll kill that eejit when I see him, so I will. He's pure dead.'

Appropriate, but you won't have to. The dark, clinical half of Barney, which was beginning to emerge almost as an independent being, interjected into his thoughts – get off the phone before you say anything else stupid!

'Aye, right, well, I'm sure it's nothing, Moira,' he said.

'Aye, well it better not be, or I'll skelp his arse for him.'

'Aye, right. Goodnight, Moira.'

'Aye,' she said, and then she was gone.

He hung up the phone and slumped down into his seat, relief washing over him in great waves. He'd handled it reasonably well and he'd managed to get himself a little more time.

Then the waves washed away and once again he was high and dry. His eyes fell upon the corpse, lying in the pool of blood. Blood; how odd it looked. Much darker than he imagined it would be. Maybe it was just the low lighting in the shop. That low lighting for which he had been profoundly grateful in the past, when, after dark on winter days, atrocious late afternoon haircuts had gone unnoticed.

Maybe now he would get to keep his job. A smile wandered aimlessly across his mouth, stopping as it went, to linger on the spoils of victory. They'd need the new barber to cover for Wullie, so they wouldn't have any reason to sack him. Smashing. At least that was something. Only, however, if he could avoid being arrested for murder.

Harsh truth: he was going to have to do something with the body which lay before him. Whatever he did, he would have to be analytical and cold. This was not Barney. He needed this new, unrealised dark half to think for him. He sat back, attempting to focus. No time to waste, and whatever had to be done, would need to be done quickly. Finally, after staring blankly at the body on the floor for some time, his dark half arrived on a gleaming white horse, followed by a large posse.

'Now, Barney, you've got to be clear about this.' Barney sat back to listen, not really sure who was doing the talking. 'If the body is discovered here in the shop, then you've had it. You'll be charged with murder and you'll spend the next fifteen years in jail. You're going to have to dispose of it. You have to clean up all traces of blood from the shop and remove your bloody clothes.' Barney looked at himself. God! He'd hardly noticed – the huge patch of blood where Wullie had fallen against him. 'Once he's reported missing, the polis'll call, so there can't be any traces of murder. And you're going to have to be quick about it, so get to work.'

Barney stared at the corpse a little while longer, deciding what had to be done. His independent self thinking for him, as if he had been possessed. Finally, his mind put straight on the matter, he set to work with feverish determination, thinking all the time that the police were about to come bursting in through the door.

They kept some large black plastic bags in the back of the shop, for the general detritus of the day – hair clippings, rubbish, corpses – and in these he wrapped up the body, binding it tightly with string. As is always the case with new murderers, he was surprised by the weight of the corpse and how difficult it was to manhandle, but still he was able to work efficiently and quickly; more quickly than he'd ever cut anyone's hair. He cleaned the blood that had collected on the outside of the bags, then placed the body beside the door awaiting removal. Then there were the traces of blood to be removed, the large pool of it, and all the other smudges and marks which had been spread around the floor and the furniture.

Forty minutes later he stood beside the door and surveyed the shop. It looked good. It looked like it was supposed to look. Barber Clears Away Dead Body In Record Time. All traces of the murder were gone and he had cleaned up Wullie's workplace and removed his jacket to make it look as though he'd departed as normal. Over a hundred and fifty pounds in his wallet, another small bonus to bring a smile to his face. All that remained to tell the tale was the bulky black package on the floor and the blood on Barney's clothes. There was nothing he could do about that until he got home but he was able to cover up the worst of it with his jacket.

All looked well and only one immediate problem remained. How to get the body out to his car, unseen. It was just after six o'clock, a busy hour, but the street in which the shop stood was off the main road and usually quiet.

He turned off the lights, opened the door and poked his head out into the street. There was one car driving past and the main road seemed busy, but there were no pedestrians in the immediate vicinity. All seemed clear. He had little option anyway. He had to risk it.

He walked up the road to where his car was parked, giving a small prayer that it had been returned that morning, and reversed it back down the road so that it was directly outside the door. Opened the boot, took another few furtive looks over his shoulder, went back into the shop.

He looked around once again in the near dark, the light from the street throwing strange shadows into the corners; a final check to make sure that everything was normal; turned his attention to the plastic bags. First of all he attempted to lift the body onto his shoulder, a task at which he completely failed. Resigned himself to dragging it along the floor. Lifted the bags firmly at one end, making sure to grab the body through the plastic so as not to tear it, and started walking backwards out of the shop, into the murk and the drizzle, pulling the dead weight.

'Oh, hello there, Barney, how are you?'

For about the fifteenth time in an hour Barney's heart pushed vigourously against the restraining tissue around it.

He looked up. Charlie Johnstone, one of the shop's regulars. Shit, shit, shit. Why hadn't he checked the road again before he'd dragged the body out? Too impetuous.

He lowered the body to the ground, stood to look at Charlie. Fully expected him to say at any second, 'Here, is that not Wullie inside those bags there?'

'Oh, eh, hello Charlie. How's it going?'

Potential crisis point. Charlie stopped to chat.

'Ach, not so bad, not so bad. Mind you, these headaches I've been getting are an absolute nightmare, so they are. They're killing me. And Betty, Betty, well, you don't want to ask about her.' Shook his head a few times and then continued before Barney had the chance not to ask about Betty. 'Awful trouble with yon trapped nerve in her shoulder, so she has. Awful trouble. Aye, and she had a bit of bother with her eye, you know, her cataract, but I suppose we've been lucky really, and I shouldn't complain...'

Barney felt compelled to interrupt, even if it meant drawing attention to what he was dragging from the shop. The longer he stood there, the more chance there would be for a police car to drive by; a police car with a corpse detector.

'Look, I'm sorry Charlie, but I'm in a bit of a hurry here.'

'Oh, aye, aye. Sorry about that.'

He looked down, saw for the first time what Barney was dragging out of the shop. A look of curiosity passed fleetingly across his face. Applied his hands to his sides, widening his stance.

'Here, that looks like a bloody big thing, so it does. D'you want a hand with that?'

Barney shook his head. Groaned inside. 'Eh, no, no, it's fine, I'm all right, thanks.'

He bent to lift the sack, making sure to grab hold of the body again, while Charlie watched. There was little concealing the act now, so he decided to get on with it and hope that an arm, or some other appendage, did not spring free. As he did so, he began to think of another eventuality. What to do with Charlie if he realised what was going on. There were still plenty of pairs of scissors in the shop.

He pulled the sack to the edge of the pavement, laid it behind the car. Stared at it, wondering if he was going to be able to lift it up over the high edge of the boot. Charlie bustled over.

'Here, let me help you with that. Looks bloody heavy, whatever it is.'

Barney shrugged, felt the tightness in his chest. He had to accept the offer, began to make mental preparations for taking care of Charlie, should the need arise. For how could he fail to realise what it was that he was lifting into the boot? Maybe he should just go back into the shop and return with a pair of scissors, embed them in some suitable part of Charlie's body and then bundle his corpse into the boot as well.

Closed his eyes, breathed deeply. Felt the tremble all over his body. Hands shook.

He looked into the boot. Never. There was never enough room to put two bodies in there. The back seat then. He cast an eye over his shoulder to see if there was anyone abroad who might see what was going on.

Charlie studied the black bags, gently kicked them. Used to play wing-half for Queen's Park. Long time ago. God, thought Barney, surely he must realise that this is Wullie, or a body of some description. He must.

'Look, just a minute Charlie,' said Barney, taking another look up the road, 'I've got to get something from the shop. I'll just be a second.'

He walked quickly back through the door, lifted the first pair of scissors which came to hand at his own workplace, then returned to the street. Half expected to find Charlie kneeling beside the bags, tearing them apart to reveal Wullie's dead face, contorted in perpetual wonder. Barney prepared to wield the scissors.

However, Charlie stood alone, staring up the street, idly whistling some aimless tune. Might have been Verdi, might have been Manic Street Preachers, might have been Bob Dylan. Barney slipped the scissors into his pocket. There was no need to do anything stupid yet.

Charlie turned to him and smiled. 'Wullie's not in the shop is he, letting us two do all the work?'

Barney swallowed, tried to smile, didn't answer.

'Right then, you ready Charlie?'

'Aye, aye.'

The two men grabbed the ends of the bags and, with some effort, managed to lift them up, shovelling them over the edge of the car and into the boot. The bags at Charlie's end started to tear but the body slumped down into the boot before anything was revealed. It came to rest with the feet at Barney's side still protruding over the edge, and he had to bend the legs to fit the whole thing in – the body already less pliable than he thought it would be.

They were both breathing hard as Barney quickly closed the boot to prevent Charlie looking at the bags any further.

'Bloody hell, Barn, what was that thing? Jings, it felt like a body or something.'

Barney coughed loudly, attempting to cover up the involuntary splutter. Automatically his hand drifted into his pocket, his fingers fell on the cold steel of the scissors. Cold, cold steel.

'Oh, it's eh, it's just some rubbish, you know, that we've collected, and I'm taking it to the dump.'

Charlie smiled and nodded. Simple Charlie. Used to play wing-half for Queen's Park.

'Rubbish? Bloody heavy rubbish, Barney. I don't know what kind of rubbish you collect in that shop.' Gave Barney a wink and a nudge. 'Sure you haven't been having arguments with Wullie or Chris, eh?'

Barney tightened his grip on the scissors. 'Don't be daft,' he said, attempting a smile. 'It's just, well you know, stuff.'

Charlie winked extravagantly again. 'Aye, right. Stuff. Your secret's safe with me, son.'

Barney nodded, grimaced slightly. Thought: God Barney, the guy's joking, he doesn't realise anything. But the hand in his pocket was ready to strike. He looked up the road, the coast was clear. The opportunity was there. Wait. Just wait to see of he said anything else.

'Thanks for your help, Charlie. I've really got to be going now.' 

Charlie had the collar of his jacket pulled high up over his neck, so that was one point of entry removed. The eye socket, that would be a sure-fire place to do it.

'Aye, aye, all right. I'll be seeing you, Barney,' and with a wave he walked off towards the main street. Barney watched him go, his whole body aching with relief.

'Here, Barney,' said Charlie from the end of the street, 'Wullie's not in the shop, is he, I was needing to speak to him?'

Barney didn't answer. He couldn't. He stood and stared, feeling the rain on his face. Charlie waited a second for the reply, and when he didn't get it, he waved and disappeared around the corner.

Barney groaned, but there was nothing he could do about it now. Charlie hadn't realised anything. There had been no hint of suspicion about him. Nothing.

As he walked back into the shop to return the scissors, the phone started ringing again. He gave a little jump. Whoever it was, he was in no mood to talk. He quickly left the shop and locked the door behind him. There was a lot of thinking to be done.

*** 

He drove home as calmly as he could. He was not relaxed, however; his steering was wayward, his gear changes were edgy, and his avoidance of old people crossing the road, at best, uncertain. His thoughts were consumed with what he was going to do with the body. And as he drove the short distance home, he resolved to tell Agnes. He would have to. He needed someone to talk to, and if he could trust anyone, surely it was her. And perhaps she might even have body disposal experience that he was unaware of, he reasoned to himself.

He arrived home, parked the car outside, left the bloody booty of his misfortune congealing in the back and tramped upstairs. When he walked into the sitting room, his dinner was waiting patiently and cold on the table, while Agnes watched television.

He removed his jacket and stood in the centre of the room, his clothes soiled with blood, a look of grim desperation on his face. A chainsaw would not have looked out of place in his hands.

'There you are. Where've you been? Your dinner's been ready for ages,' said Agnes, without looking round. Blane and Liberty were getting married and everyone was waiting for Sobriety to object.

He stood for a second before answering, waiting to see if she would turn to look at him, something which under normal circumstances he would've known she would never do.

It rose within him, a pressure cooker waiting to explode, until he could keep it in no longer. 'I've killed Wullie,' he blurted out.

Agnes gasped. It wasn't Sobriety who'd objected. It was Bleach.

'Yes, dear,' she said finally, after coming to terms with the fact that Bleach was pregnant by Blane, when everyone had believed that she'd been artificially inseminated with Rock's semen.

'Are you not listening to me? I've killed Wullie!' His voice had become a desperate plea for help.

'Oh, aye, dear? What did you do that for?'

He took a step nearer to her. She wasn't looking at him, but maybe she was listening at last. 'I didn't mean to. It was an accident. I swear to God, I didn't mean to.'

Agnes briefly turned and looked at him. 'Don't worry, dear, I'm sure he'll have forgotten all about it in the morning.'

Barney dropped to his knees, put his hands to his face. Finally, the magnitude of what had happened was coming to him, the idiocy of what he'd done. He had killed a man. Maybe not intentionally, but he had killed him, and now he was plotting to dispose of the body. Whatever trouble he'd been in when he'd started had now increased a hundred fold.

Why had he not just phoned the police and explained what had happened? Nobody would have suspected him of murder, why should they have? He was known as a reasonable man. Just because he'd been about to lose his job was no reason for him to kill anyone.

He started sobbing, loud retches coming from deep within, his chest heaving and the tears tumbling down his face. He bent over, putting his forehead to the floor, started banging his hands on the carpet. With no force, however, just a quiet, pathetic gesture of desperation. The first time he had cried since the death of his father.

'Shh!' Agnes waved a desultory hand, as she turned the volume of the television up with the other. Lance and Billy Bob were arguing over which one of them had first refusal on Flame.

Barney quietened down, but remained on the floor, sobbing softly, his head in his hands. Then slowly, a small voice began to come to him, a small instinctive voice nudging at his subconscious. The small voice which everyone hears whenever there is a problem which they cannot resolve. 'Go to your mum,' it was saying. 'Go to your mum.'

Maybe that was right, maybe that was the thing to do. She'd been almost gung-ho about killing the two of them, perhaps she would know what to do now. It seemed ridiculous, but he needed help, advice at the very least, and it wasn't as if he had too many options. He would go to see his mother.

He struggled to his feet, looking sadly at the back of Agnes's head, then trudged into the bedroom. He changed his clothes and put the blood stained ones into a plastic bag, which he secreted at the bottom of the wardrobe. He walked back into the sitting room, a sense of purpose having crept unawares back into his stride.

'I'm going to my mother's.'

'Yes, dear.'

And as Barney walked from the house, Charity and Monogamy were trying to pick a dress for Cerease to wear to the christening of Cream and Hamper's daughter, Tupperware.

Forgive Me, Mother, For I Have Sinned

––––––––
There is a time of definition in the life of every man when the pieces fall together or events take place to shape the future. It might happen suddenly or it might be a gradual process, a build up of things over weeks or months. Sometimes when it occurs he will be unaware that it is doing so, until one day he looks back and realises that his life has altered completely, for better or worse. It could be that he has fallen in love. It could be that some outside event changes his whole attitude to life, so that he views everything from a different perspective, and then indeed is life new. It could be that someone dies, creating a hole in his life that cannot be filled. It could be a new job, or a new car, or a new interest of any kind. Or it could be that he accidentally stabs his boss to death with a pair of scissors.
Barney's life was changing, he knew it was happening, and there was nothing he could do about it. He tried telling himself that this was what he'd wanted, that he had planned to kill Wullie anyway, but deep down he knew there was no way that he'd have been able to do it, had not fate forced his hand. And now he prepared to turn to his mother. Forty-six years old and still the same solution to his problems as he had had forty-four years previously when he'd broken a toy or spilled tomato ketchup on his bib.

He was still contemplating the fickle hand he'd been dealt when he walked into his mother's house. He called out to announce his arrival, a shout which was, as usual, greeted by silence. He could hear the television playing in the sitting room and imagined she would be engrossed in some dreadful quiz show.

He opened the door, immediately started coughing as the great wall of cigarette smoke swept into his lungs. It was always the same on days when she'd been sitting watching television all day and it was only very rarely that she ever opened a window; in itself something that was only ever likely to happen between the end of June and the beginning of September.

He walked into the room, extravagantly waving his arms in front of him, still coughing loudly.

'For God's sake, I wish you'd open a blooming window in this place if you're going to smoke so much, Mother,' and he walked between her and the television to pull back the curtains and let in some fresh air. Cemolina scowled at him but she was more concerned with the television and Give Us Your Body Fluids.

He stood by the window breathing deeply, as much for show as clean air, before moving back into the room when he realised that she was paying him no attention. He slumped down into a seat, leant forward, rested his forearms on his knees, looked keenly at his mother. He stared at her for a while, hoping she would notice him. However, her attention was undivided. This show was her favourite. Finally, he felt bound to speak.

'Mum, I've got to talk to you. I'm in trouble.'

She didn't answer for a while, then eventually lifted a dismissive hand, waving it in his direction.

'Shh! Not when they're trying to guess whose fluids these are. Who d'you think? This bloke says Alfred Hitchcock, but I thought they looked more like Robert Altman's. What about you?' She turned, gave him a brief look.

Barney faced the realisation that all the women in his life were more interested in television than they were in him.

'Mum, I need to talk. I'm in trouble. Real trouble.' He hesitated, but he had her attention at last. 'I've killed Wullie.'

Her eyes widened, her jaw dropped. The expression held on her face for a few seconds and he definitely knew he had her complete attention when she lowered the volume of the television. If he wasn't mistaken, there was a glint in her eye, a smile forming upon her lips.

'Wullie! You've killed Wullie did you say?'

'Aye, aye I did. Christ, mum, I'm in real trouble. Real trouble,' and he ran his hands through his hair and looked at her with desperation. Comfort me, his face said, I need it.

'Jings! Well done, I didn't think you had it in you.'

'What?' he said. Despite the night before, it wasn't the reaction he'd been expecting.

'Well, you wanted to, didn't you? You said you wanted to kill him. I'm proud of you.' She paused, reflected. 'Although, d'you not think it would have been better if you'd taken care of the papist first? Can't stand they bastards, so I can't. Bastards the lot of them.'

He looked upon her with wonder. How could she take it so lightly?

'Well, then, how did you do it? What was the instrument of his destruction? And don't tell me it was poison or I'll be right upset, so I will.'

When the scales fell from his eyes, they did so quickly and dramatically, cascading and tumbling away in a frantic rush. He looked upon his mother in a new light. She was mad. Of course she was. Completely mad. Perhaps it was senility but if he thought about it, he was sure he could think of examples of her madness throughout the years. She'd always been insane but since it'd been with him all this time he'd come to take much of her behaviour as normal. But this wasn't normal.

All the plans and schemes and silly ideas she'd had. He had liked to think of her as vaguely eccentric, perhaps even extravagantly eccentric, but it was more than that. Worse than that. And now, what about this reaction? How could she possibly be enthusiastic about him killing Wullie? Killing anybody? What mother could be so welcoming about her son committing such an act?

What was he doing here and what advice could he possibly get from her that would be of any use? Christ, he'd been a fool. He'd been a fool to tell her what he'd been thinking in the first place, and he was a fool to come here tonight with a bloody corpse in the boot of his car.

'Accidentally. With a pair of scissors,' he mumbled, wondering why he was bothering to tell her.

She tutted loudly, displeased at the lack of drama in the description.

'Was there a lot of blood?'

'Aye,' he mumbled. 'A lot of blood.'

He stared at the floor. He had no business here. There were no great answers to his problems to be found in the home of his insane mother. He was going to have to solve them himself.

'What have you done with the corpse?' she asked, the glint returning to the eye. He didn't notice, so much attention was he giving to the carpet. His heart had sunk. He was scared.

'It's downstairs, in the boot of the car. Wrapped in several large plastic bin liners.'

'Crike! Bring it up then. I'll make soup!'

Barney looked up, aghast. 'Mother!'

She smiled, had the decency to look slightly embarrassed, but he knew it was feigned. They cast a quick glance at the television as the presenter produced a bag of thick, lumpy green liquid, but Cemolina was too intrigued with Barney's predicament to raise the sound. Barney turned away from the TV with a look of disgust. Cemolina came with him, her finger momentarily twitching over the volume button.

'Well, what are you going to do with it then?'

He let his head hang low, enveloped, as he was, with dejection. 'I don't know, Mum, I really don't know.'

She stared at him; he stared at the ground, there being very little else for him to say. He had to leave and get on with things, but when he got outside there was a body which he was going to have to dispose of and he had no idea how he was going to do it.

Slowly he dragged himself out of his seat and stood up.

'Look, Mum, I really ought to be going. I shouldn't have come here and brought you into this. It's my problem to solve...'

'Now, none of your nonsense,' she chided, 'you sit right back down and we'll talk this through, all right? I'm your mother and I'm here to help.'

He paused at her words, grudgingly lowered himself back into his seat, his reluctance to get help from his mother fighting his desperate need for help from anywhere.

'Now, tell me everything that happened and we'll see what we can do.'

Barney stared at her. What options did he have? He hardly had any friends with whom he could share the story. Wondered if he could go to the Samaritans; didn't think they had a murder line. So maybe it would do him some good to tell his mother, even if there was nothing she could do to help him. And all the while, something at the back of his mind was hoping that she would advise him to go to the police and get it over with. It wasn't a decision he could possibly make for himself, but he knew it'd be the right thing to do.

He laid the story out for her, trying not to miss anything out. For almost all of it she sat quietly taking it in, except for pitching in to suggest that he really ought to have killed Charlie Johnstone when he'd had the chance. When he was finished he was distraught and rested his head back against the seat, trying to stop the tears spilling over onto his face. His hands were shaking and now that he had related it all and confronted the full awfulness of his situation, he was close to panic.

He opened his eyes to Cemolina bending over him and forcing a large whisky into his hands. He took it and shakily lifted it to his mouth. God, it felt good. Talisker, he thought, although he was no expert. Probably been there since his father died. Breathed deeply as it burned its way down his throat.

Cemolina settled back into her seat.

'What d'you want me to do, Barnabas?'

He leant forward, resting his forearms on his knees.

'I don't know, Mum. I can't ask you to do anything. What am I going to do, that's the question?'

'Why don't you bring the body up here, son? Let me take care of it.'

He stared at her, a wild look in his eye. It was ridiculous. What could his mother possibly do with a human body? But no matter how ridiculous it seemed to him, he loved the idea. If she took the body, he was free of it. He could wash his hands. It would be wonderful.

'But what are you going to do with Wullie that I can't?'

She bustled.

'Never you mind. Just comfort yourself with knowing that I can take care of it. You can always rely on your old mother. Now you run downstairs and bring the body back up. And mind and try not to let anyone see you, this time.'

*** 

Half an hour later Barney was driving home, feeling moderately relieved. Felt like a weight had been lifted. Noticed other cars on the road; remembered to use all the gears. He had no idea what his mother intended to do with the corpse, but whatever it was she had in mind, she'd had a reassuring look in her eye and enough confidence in her voice to put him at ease. It wasn't over yet but the immediate worry of the corpse was gone. It had given him plenty of time to worry about all the other problems which would arise.

On his way home something made him drive past the shop. Just a hunch, a vague feeling of unease. Didn't know what he expected to see. Wullie's ghost, perhaps, his face pressed against the window, his features contorted in eternal agony. However, the shop front stared darkly and mundanely back at him. Quiet, deserted. Deathly quiet.

He walked into his flat at just after ten o'clock. Surprised to be confronted by the sounds of silence, rather than some abysmal Australian or American Deep South soap. Stopped and listened before he walked into the sitting room but there was nothing. Maybe Agnes had gone to bed already but something told him it wasn't going to be that. The hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention, his skin crawled. Panic.

Tentatively opened the door to the sitting room, expectations of a massive police presence behind the door. The television was on but with the sound turned down. Agnes sat, cup of tea in her hand, concerned look on her face; next to her on the settee was Moira, Wullie's wife, tear in her eye, cup of tea untouched on the table. They looked at Barney as he walked in the door and such was their relief at seeing him that neither of them noticed that he, as the ancients used to say, completely bricked himself.

They didn't say anything; watched closely as he removed his jacket, letting it fumble out of his hands and fall to the floor. He came into the room and sat down in a seat opposite them, not wanting to say anything. Didn't want to betray his secret. Felt like he had blood all over him and the word murderer carved into his forehead.

Agnes finally spoke. The silence could not be allowed to extend for the entire evening. Quick look at her watch. Twenty minutes until Rectal Emergency Ward 6.

'Moira's here,' she said.

Barney nodded. Aye, I can see that.

'She's pure dead worried, so she is, and I says, you know, maybe she should be worried.'

Barney nodded again, tried to look interested but not overly concerned. Telling himself to behave as if he didn't know why Moira was here. Act natural. He was nervous; felt like the slightest hint might give him away. Had to ensure that there was nothing in his demeanour that would strike a discordant note. Act natural, Barney, act natural. Thought of the Beatles. They're gonna put me in the movies. Wasn't the Beatles who wrote it. Who did it first?

'Barney?' said Moira.

'I didn't do it' he blurted out, fingers gripping the seat.

'What?' said Moira and Agnes in unison.

He closed his eyes, tried to take hold of himself. Don't be such a bloody dunderheid, Barney. They don't suspect you of anything. Why should they? Just be calm and don't put your foot in it. He opened his eyes. Determined to play the part; the grand conspirator.

'Oh, sorry, nothing. I thought, well, I don't know. I was thinking about something else. In a daydream, you know.' He paused, tried to regain his composure. 'What's the problem Moira?' he asked finally, his voice just about steady enough for them to not notice the difference.

'It's Wullie, Barney, he didn't come home the night. Are you sure he didn't say anything else when he left the shop? Just that he was going shopping, is that all?'

Barney thought. Tried to look like he was giving the question serious consideration; trying to compose himself. Had never felt so uncomfortable in his life. Fighting the urge to blurt out the truth but knew he'd already gone too far for that.

'Aye, that was all,' he said eventually. 'He left about quarter past five and said something about going to the shops. That was it, you know.'

Moira waited for something else, but Barney was finished. How could he give her more hope than that? She'd lost her husband, although she didn't know it. Her head dropped into her hands and she started crying in gentle sobs. Agnes moved closer, put an arm around her shoulder.

'What kind of mood was he in, Barney? Did he seem to be all right, you know? Think about it, 'cause Moira's pure upset, so she is.'

Barney stared into space for a while, casually lifted and dropped his shoulders. Hoped it was casual. 'Aye, well, you know Wullie. He just looked like he normally does, you know.'

'You don't think he's been nabbed by yon serial killer, do you? That's what me and Moira have been talking about.'

Barney scoffed, nearly choked on it. At least he could honestly deny that one.

'No, no, don't be daft. He hasn't fallen into the hands of any serial killer. Don't worry about that.'

He decided it was time to look unconcerned, make them think they were over-reacting. Which was exactly what he would've thought, if he hadn't just stabbed Wullie in the stomach. He stood up, stretched, yawned.

'Look, Moira, I wouldn't worry about it. He's probably just gone down the boozer and had a few too many. You know what he's like, eh? You know Wullie.'

She shook her head slowly, mumbling through the tears. 'No, no, it's not like him. Not Wullie, so it's not. A Friday night, aye, but never during the week. Not my Wullie.'

Barney waved this away, casual, dismissive, but the next question hit him harder. Full in the face at about a hundred miles an hour.

'D'you not think we should phone for the polis?' said Agnes.

The polis! He hadn't really thought of that yet. He knew it would come to it but not yet. It was too early for the polis to be involved. God, Wullie could genuinely be sitting down the pub for all anyone else knew.

'Eh, no, no, not yet. I think that might be a bit hasty, you know. Wait and see what happens. Maybe if he hasn't shown up by the morning, give them a wee call. I'm sure he will but, so I wouldn't worry about it.'

'D'you really think he's all right, Barney?' Moira said to him through her tears. Desperately seeking reassurance.

Barney looked into the damp eyes, was finally overwhelmed by guilt, to the point of not being able to reply. Mumbled some attempted words of comfort to her, squeezed her hand, muttered that he was tired.

He walked to the bedroom, an air of unconcern about him; the great lie. And when he got into the room, he collapsed on the bed and wept.

When Did You Last See Your Enthusiasm?

––––––––
Holdall stared disconsolately at the list of names. Another six people had been reported missing by the morning. Another six groups of worried relatives he had to trawl round, whose minds he would have to try to put at ease. God, he hated Robertson. The man was a complete eejit and if ever he had the chance to get his own back, then he'd bloody well take it. And if it involved several blunt instruments and a lot of blood, well all the better.
He looked at the names and the ages, trying to decide by looking at them what might have happened. As usual, four of the six were teenagers. The options were numerous for this lot and dying at the hands of a serial killer was unlikely to be one of them. They could be lying in a gutter somewhere creamed out of their faces from the night before; they could be on the bus to London with £150 in their pocket and a collection of ridiculous dreams in their head; they could be lying in some bed somewhere enjoying again all the things which they had enjoyed the night before, (lucky, lucky bastards); or, and at this he brightened up a little, they might be lying dead in a ditch, by their own hand. And at least two of them would've probably already reappeared by the time he got to their homes. There was always that as consolation.

He studied the other two on the list. A thirty-eight year-old woman with seven children, aged between eighteen and two, all of whom still lived at home. There appeared to be no particular father figure. Big mystery, he thought, and mentally crossed that one off. She would be back in a day or two, feeling guilty and angry that the kids had called the police.

One remained. A man in his late twenties. Ran a barber's shop, lived with his wife, no children. This one wasn't so easy to dismiss. He might've gone out and got drunk, ended up in some woman's bed somewhere, but he should have turned up by now.

Maybe this was it. For all he scoffed at this ridiculous goose chase, there was a fair chance that he would come across victims of the killer at some stage. They would, of course, already be dead by the time he began to investigate their disappearance, a small flaw in the great plan, but perhaps they might stumble across some clue. The exercise itself wasn't a waste of time, but he resented Robertson having given it to him.

He looked out of the window, at the rain hitting steadily off the glass. Of course it was. This was Glasgow in March. It always bloody rained.

The door to his office opened, Detective Sergeant MacPherson came in, his face the usual mask of taciturnity. The two men nodded. MacPherson placed some papers on Holdall's desk.

'When'll you want to start out this morning, sir?' he asked, having withdrawn a few feet.

Holdall sighed heavily, stared at nothing. The horror of going out. He didn't even want to think about that yet. Wet and cold, concerned mothers and children. Jesus. He thought some more, his mind on a variety of things, and just as MacPherson was beginning to shuffle his feet and glance at his watch, Holdall looked up, made up his mind.

'Let's give it half an hour, eh, Sergeant? I think I need a good deal of coffee and something to eat before I can face the rigours of the day, if rigours they're to be.'

MacPherson nodded, issued a short 'very good, sir', and marched out of the door, a hundred things to do in the next half hour.

Holdall sat back, laced his fingers behind his head, stared at the ceiling. How long could he do this before he'd tell them to stuff their job? So, it'd be a blindingly stupid thing to do and Jean would be unbelievably annoyed at him, but he was damned if he could put up with much more of this. He could find something else to do, it couldn't be that difficult.

Maybe he could set up his own private detective agency. That might not be a bad idea. Sure, he'd have to start with small time stuff. Divorce cases and missing children. He winced at the thought. But it wouldn't be long, surely, before he'd be getting into adventures, mixing it up with glamorous women and being sent on the hunt for golden falcons and the like. God, that'd be the life. Maybe, he reflected, Jean wouldn't be able to handle it. She'd maybe even leave him, but hey, he thought, what the heck. There'd be plenty more babes out there given what he'd be doing. He'd watched enough private dick shows on the TV to know that it would be one stunning chick after another in that job. Heaven.

His eyes fell on the list in front of him and the pile of papers which MacPherson had placed on his desk. With a weary sigh, and wondering if MacPherson would have taken the hint and instigated a cup of coffee on his behalf, he turned off his dreams and looked at the reports at his right hand.

*** 

'And when did you last see Stuart, Mrs. Hutchinson?'

The woman stared over her cup of tea at the wall, trying to remember. 'Tuesday,' she said eventually. 'Tuesday about eight o'clock. Aye, that'd be about right.'

MacPherson nodded, looked at his notepad. Holdall was sitting beside him, quietly sipping a cup of tea, doing his best not to listen to any of what was going on. The chief inspectors' trick – let the sergeant ask all the questions while pretending to be coolly paying attention at his side.

'And you expected him back about when?'

'Oh, well, I don't know. He says he was just going down the boozer, you know, and I'm like that, don't you be too late and all that, you know. Expected him back about eleven.'

MacPherson nodded, appeared concerned. 'So, if you expected him to return at about eleven o'clock on Tuesday, why did you wait 'til this morning to report him missing? Did you not think about doing it yesterday?'

She took a loud slurp from her cup, placed it on the table.

'Well, you know officer, I just assumed he'd scored with some bit of skirt and buggered off back to her place. It wouldn't be the first time that's happened, you know.' She smiled weakly at MacPherson, he nodded back. 'I was a wee bit worried by yesterday afternoon, but I don't know, I just didn't like to bother anyone, you know. I mean, I remember once when Missus Thingwy from down the road reported her wee boy missing and if it wasn't just the thing, but he turns up...'

Holdall interjected. Strained patience; teeth ground together.

'All right, Mrs. Hutchinson, can we just stick to the story?'

'Oh aye, aye, no bother,' she said.

MacPherson scribbled something else in his notebook.

'Look Mrs. Hutchinson, you've done the right thing by reporting your son missing now and you're not putting anyone to any trouble.'

Like hell she's not, thought Holdall, as he began to drift away from the conversation.

'Now, can you tell us who he usually met down the pub and if you've been in contact wi...'

There was a noise at the front door, followed by the sound of footsteps marching into the house. Holdall rolled his eyes extravagantly, stood up. The prodigal son, he thought. No point in delaying; might as well get out of the damn house before she killed him.

MacPherson joined him as the door to the sitting room opened and a young man of around nineteen walked into the room. He stopped, stared at the two strangers, looked at his mother. His mouth opened but he didn't get as far as formulating a sentence.

'Where the bloody hell have you been, eh? I've been worried sick, so I have, but no, you wouldn't give a shite about that, would you? You're too bloody busy thinking about yourself and to Hell with everybody else! And look what you've made me do, you stupid bastard. I've called the polis, so I have. I'll probably be in trouble now but you'll not give a shite about that, will you? No, you bloody won't. You're just too busy thinking about yourself. Bloody Hell, to think that I raised you from nappies. And what thanks do I get?'

She paused for breath, started talking again before anyone else had time to speak.

'Look, I'm really sorry about this, officers, wasting your time and all that. Can I not offer you another biscuit?'

Holdall and MacPherson held out their hands in unison to refuse, inching slowly towards the door. Following the biscuit refusal, the mother turned once more upon her son.

'Well, don't stand there like a bloody great pudding. Where have you been?'

He shrugged and stared at the floor. 'I just met this girl, Mum, you know. She was really nice. Anyway, I spent the night with her, nothing happened! And then we went away for the day yesterday. Millport.' Ah, Millport, thought Holdall. Land of Fantasy. Or was he confusing it with California? 'I tried phoning but, honest I did, Mum, but you weren't in. Then I ended up spending the night last night 'n all.' He turned to Holdall. 'How, am I in trouble?' he said.

Holdall shook his head and laid his hand on the lad's shoulder. 'No, son, you're not in trouble.' He smiled and began to walk past him. Stopped, looked the boy in the eye. 'Was she a babe?'

Stuart Hutchinson – The Hutch to his friends – looked surprised, then the smile broke onto his face.

'She's a wee stoatir,' he said.

Holdall grinned and turned to the mother. 'We'll see ourselves out, thank you, Mrs. Hutchinson.'

He walked from the sitting room with MacPherson at his heels and as they opened the front door they could hear the woman begin to berate her son in earnest now that they'd gone. They stood out in the light rain for a second, looking at the dank and depressing street before them. Lost in thought.

'This is a lousy job, Sergeant,' said Holdall, beginning to trudge towards the car.

'Bloody right it is,' replied MacPherson, following on, his stride nevertheless the more purposeful.

They got into the car and MacPherson studied the list he was carrying with him.

'Just one more to go, sir. A William Henderson. The barber.'

Holdall winced at the thought that this one might prove to be more serious than the others, started the engine and drove off into the gloom.

Interview With A Barber

––––––––
Big Billy McGoldrick was in danger of getting his ear cut off, so animated was he becoming in the discussion; constantly trying to turn his head to look at Chris.
'But why,' he said, 'why is it that our teams can't beat anyone in Europe? Christ, we lose to them all these days. Teams we'd have pumped the pants offa twenty years ago. All they wee pish teams. Now we're the wee pish teams.'

Chris studied the back of McGoldrick's head, executed a couple of smooth moves, the scissors sizzling in his fingers, then straightened up, catching his eye in the mirror.

'Cause, and this is what I keep trying to tell you, they play cultured football, not like our kick and rush game. With us it's all heads down and last one in the penalty area's a big poof.'

McGoldrick shook his head, narrowly avoiding a scissor in the ear. 'Aye, all very well, but why can't we play cultured football, if they can do it? It's places like Turkey and Latvia for Christ's sake, we're talking about here, not Brazil.'

'Because the fans wouldn't stand for it. Nobody in Scotland wants to see cultured football, do they?'

'Are you saying that I don't like cultured football?' McGoldrick said, straightening his shoulders and slightly raising his head, changing forever the course of the growth of his hair.

'Who does in Scotland?' said Chris, already beginning to make the necessary adjustments. 'I mean, look. Do any of us really want to see our team come out and fanny about in the midfield like a bunch of Jessies? It's not the Scottish mentality. If the Thistle haven't scored after about ten minutes, we're all baying like dogs for them to blooter the ball up the park as hard as possible. That's what Scottish football's all about.'

McGoldrick looked doubtful, but Chris was flowing, the barber in his element.

'It's typical of the generally aggressive nature of Scottish behavioural patterns. It's like if two blokes get into a fight in a pub. What do they do? Do they glass each other, or do they pass the ball about in midfield?'

McGoldrick held up his hand and made to reply, but Barney switched off, tried not to listen to the rest. He was in the middle of a haircut and had already committed two or three too many stinkers today; didn't want to do any more.

He was attempting to embrace denial but it wasn't easy. Combined with worry about what Cemolina would do with the corpse and worry about what he would say to the police when they finally showed up, as he was expecting the inevitable, his head was a mess. Much the same as most of the customers he'd dealt with this black day.

Moira had phoned the shop that morning to say there was still no sign of Wullie, and had asked Chris if he knew of anywhere he might have gone. If Chris was worried about Wullie's disappearance, he wasn't showing, telling himself that Wullie had probably just gone off somewhere, got drunk, and fallen in with some woman. He would stagger home later that day, an apologetic look on his face and a stream of spectacular excuses pushing each other out of the way in order to be first to get to his mouth.

Barney surveyed the task in which he was currently embroiled, and wondered about how hideously wrong it had already gone. The man had asked for a Charlton Heston '86, always a tricky proposition, but especially so since Barney's hands were shaking; involuntary spasms, sporadic bursts. Barney had been tempted to suggest that his customers take out ear insurance before they sat down. Thought, however, that if he had nothing to do but sit and brood he would feel even worse.

Of the customers that had come in looking for Wullie, some had immediately departed on finding him not there and the rest had mostly gone to Chris. There were a couple who'd reluctantly agreed to be prey to Barney's fickle hand, being rewarded with hair which received a fright every time it looked in a mirror.

It had been a long morning, and Barney was in the middle of his Charlton Heston, when he finally got what he'd been expecting. Two men walked into the shop, their coats buttoned up against the rain. They looked miserable and unhappy, but it wasn't the usual misery of men coming to get their hair cut. They stood for a few seconds looking at the barbers and then one of them walked forward, his hands fishing around in his pockets. Finally he produced his card, holding it up between Chris and Barney.

'Chief Inspector Holdall, Maryhill. I wonder if I could have a word with you two gentlemen?'

'Is it about Wullie?' asked Chris. The police, instant worry. Same for Barney, but for different reasons.

'Yes, it's about Mr Henderson.' Holdall waved a hand at Barney and Chris, moved to sit down. 'The two of you finish what you're doing, and we'll speak to you then. It shouldn't take too long.'

They sat down at the end of the queue. The two customers ahead of them looked nervous at the closeness of the law and shuffled as much as they could towards the other end of the long bench. Finally the strain became too much for one of them and he stiffly rose and walked quickly from the shop. MacPherson looked suspiciously after him. He'd arrested people for less, but Holdall quelled his enthusiasm with a wave of the hand. Whatever reason the man had to remove himself from the presence of the police, it wasn't their problem. If they chased every idiot who looked suspicious... and he let the thought run away.

Barney, meanwhile, was considering doing the same thing, but managed to talk himself out of it. Instead, he attempted to concentrate on the haircut which he was committing. Fortunately, in a Charlton Heston '86, there's more blow-drying and brushing to be done than scissor work. Consequently, after he laid down the scissors, the very instruments of death from the previous evening, he found that his hands stopped shaking, and the work with the hair-dryer became altogether more straightforward. So much so, that to his dismay, he finished his job off before Chris. Thought: bugger. He'd be first to interview, but there was nothing he could do about it.

The customer seemed reasonably content with his thatch – he knew a girl in his local who went mad for men with Charlton Heston '86 haircuts – and after thrusting an extra couple of pounds into Barney's hand, walked suspiciously past the police and out of the shop. Barney swallowed hard, tried to compose himself the best he could, and turned to face his tormentors. Couldn't open his mouth, not yet trusting his vocal cords, but stood in front of them looking like a stuffed fish.

Holdall and MacPherson walked towards him.

'Is there somewhere we can talk?' said Holdall, doing his best to keep the disinterest from his voice.

Barney waved his hand towards the door at the back of the shop, in off the alcove, behind the fifth seat – a place of mystery for the customers who never got to see what went on within – and he led them into the room. It was not large; used mostly as a store room, although there were a couple of chairs so the barbers could nip out and take a break should the work allow. There was a large window in the back of the room, with bars across, looking out onto a grim and tiny courtyard, where the rain fell on dirty and cracked stones. Barney looked through the bars, considered that this could be his fate, and turned to the policemen after they had closed the door.

MacPherson produced his notebook, prepared to start. Holdall pulled out one of the seats and prepared to look bored. The shop and this back room depressed him and he was beginning to think that he couldn't blame one of the barbers for wanting to run away from it.

'Mr Thomson or Mr Porter?' asked MacPherson.

'Thomson,' muttered Barney, still not entirely trusting himself to open his mouth.

'Why don't you take a seat, Mr Thomson?'

'I prefer to stand, thanks.' Barbers were used to standing.

'Very well.'

MacPherson studied his notes. Barney tried to prepare himself to do his best to hide his guilt. This was just routine, he said to himself, routine. They had to speak to him; he was the last person who would say he saw Wullie. It didn't mean they suspected anything.

'Mr Thomson, this is just a routine missing persons inquiry. Moira Henderson has reported her husband missing since late yesterday afternoon. Now, she told us that you were the last person she knows to have spoken to him. Is that correct?'

Barney considered his answer, as he would do after every question; all the better to avoid self-incrimination.

'Aye, aye, that's right. He, eh, left here about quarter past five, as far as I can remember.'

'And did he say where he was going?'

Another pause. 'No, no, he didn't. He just said something about going to the shops, but he didn't say which shops, you know. He asked me to lock up, then he left. That's all really, I think.'

MacPherson made a couple of scribbles in his notebook, lifted his head to look at Barney.

'He didn't mention going anywhere else, or going away or anything?'

'No, no, nothing like that.'

'And was it normal for Mr. Henderson to go to the shops after work?'

Barney shrugged, almost too hastily. Held it back, looked non-committal. 'I don't know. I didn't really know what he did outside the shop, you know, we weren't really friends.'

MacPherson raised his eyebrow, looked at Barney in such a way as to make him feel extremely uncomfortable. Barney tried to think of what he had just said and how it might have been incriminating.

'You were not really friends, Mr Thomson?' MacPherson's voice was low and hard, Holdall looked up with some interest. What was he doing, he wondered. 'Surely you mean, you are not friends? Or d'you suspect something might have happened to Mr Henderson which you're not telling us about?'

Barney let a laugh ejaculate from some unknown region of his throat, an attempted dismissive, apologetic laugh, which unfortunately sounded as if he had just murdered someone and been caught with the scissors in his hands.

'Aye, aye, of course. We are not friends. That's what I meant. Slip of the tongue. You know how it is, eh?'

MacPherson slowly lifted an eyebrow. Mr Spock never looked so cool. 'How what is, Mr Thomson?'

Holdall watched his sergeant with some fascination. MacPherson was taking the piss out of the barber, trying to make him as uncomfortable as possible. He shrugged. Why not? It was one of the few pleasures left to the police; to put people to as much discomfort and unease as they could. And, he had to admit, there was no better exponent of the art than MacPherson.

'Oh, you know, nothing. You know how it is when you get interviewed by the polis. You always get worried, even when you haven't accidentally stabbed someone with a pair of scissors,' – what are you saying! – 'which of course I haven't, and well, you know, and you, eh, know how it is.' He finally shut up, stood with a stupid grin on his face.

Holdall watched with wonder, found himself almost bursting out laughing. MacPherson was a genius. Here was some poor sap who had nothing whatsoever to do with the guy disappearing and the sergeant had him acting like he was in the dock on a multiple murder charge.

MacPherson stared thoughtfully at him; tapped his pen on the notebook. Brilliant, thought Holdall, brilliant.

'And where was your colleague, Mr Porter, when Mr Henderson left the shop?'

Barney relaxed. An easy one, thank God. 'He'd gone home early, at about three o'clock, because we were so quiet. Wullie sent him home.'

'And does that happen often?'

Another easy one. Holdall smiled. Another calm before the storm, if he wasn't much mistaken. Relax them, then grab them by the balls. Terrific fun.

'No, no,' said Barney, easily. 'I don't know what happened yesterday. Just a quiet day, I suppose.'

'So, how many customers were there in the shop?'

Jings, this is a dawdle, thought Barney, an absolute dawdle. 'Oh, I don't know. Maybe fifteen all day. Not many.'

MacPherson nodded, scratched behind his ear with the pen. Time to crank it up again. Holdall knew what was coming, enjoyed the show.

'And do you and Mr Henderson get along all right, seeing as you're not really friends?'

Shit, what did he say now? He could hardly lie, because they could easily find him out from Chris. The truth it would have to be, however incriminating.

'No, I don't suppose we did get...do, do get along very well.'

'Why is that Mr Thomson? Everyone else we've spoken to seems to think he's a nice enough guy. What's so different about you?'

Everybody else they've spoken to! Who the hell could that be? Holdall almost guffawed. This was wonderful. The Godfather, Part II of police interviews. Hard, powerful, but cracking entertainment. Wait until the lads down the station heard about it. MacPherson was a genius.

'Eh, I, eh, don't really know. Just a personality clash, I suppose. Different generations, interested in different things, you know. Something like that.'

MacPherson nodded, looked doubtful.

'I don't like football,' muttered Barney in his defence. Quite the wrong thing to say to MacPherson, who looked at Barney as if he suspected him of being a master criminal.

Barney heard his heart beating faster and faster, hoped they would be done with him soon. What else could they have to ask him, after all?

'We understand that Mr. Henderson is about to ask you to leave the shop. Had he done that yet, Mr. Thomson?'

Barney's mouth opened slightly, the return of the stuffed fish look, hook in upper lip.

Oh God! Answer that! They must have spoken to Wullie's father. Bloody hell, if they knew that, maybe they'd suspect him of anything. Maybe they'd already spoken to Charlie Johnstone. Maybe they were about to arrest him...

A thought struck him, uncomfortable, unpleasant. Why were two detectives doing a routine missing persons inquiry? Surely it should be a couple of uniforms. They must already suspect something. Shit, shit, shit. What was he going to say? Only one thing to do. Deny everything!

'Jings, I'm sorry to look shocked, you know, but I hadn't heard that, no. They were going to sack me? Who told you that?'

He looked hopefully at the sergeant, wondering if his acting had been of sufficient merit. MacPherson studied his notebook, raised his eyes.

'We understand from Mr Henderson's father, a Mr James Henderson, that he intended to tell you yesterday.'

Barney shook his head, mumbled a denial, stared at the floor; a child with crumbs around his lips denying having broken into the biscuit tin.

MacPherson raised the eyebrow once more, then scribbled something else in the notebook. Decided to put Barney out of his misery. Certainly he was acting a little suspiciously, but then so would anyone if you treated them the right way. They were looking for a serial killer, not some boring old barber who wet his pants the minute the police hoved into view.

'I don't think there's anything else for the moment, Mr Thomson. We may want to speak to you again, however. You're not thinking of going anywhere, are you?'

Barney stared at him, eyes wide. No, he hadn't been thinking of going anywhere, but now that he'd mentioned it. It was obvious. That'd be the easiest way out. Run away! Disappear up to the Highlands or down to England. Or France even. Just get out of Glasgow.

'No, I'm not going anywhere.'

'Right then, Mr Thomson. When you go out, will you ask your colleague to come in here, please?'

Barney nodded, tried not to show the smile of relief which itched to burst free all over his face. Nodded at Holdall, walked back into the shop.

'Brilliant, Sergeant,' said Holdall smiling, when the door was closed, 'you took the piss out of that guy something rotten.'

MacPherson looked quizzically at him. 'What d'you mean, sir?'

Holdall didn't answer and stared disconsolately at the floor.

Barney walked back into the shop, relief smothering him. For all their questions, the police obviously didn't suspect him of anything. And why should they? He was also comforted by the thought of running away from it all; imagined a variety of exotic locations. America would be a good one; didn't think they played football there.

Chris was half way through a regulation short back and sides, and almost finished a half-hearted discussion on how Partick Thistle could best go about winning the league. He looked at Barney as he came through the door.

'They'd like a word with you now, Chris,' he said.

'Aye, ok.'

'D'you want me to finish that off?'

The customer's strangled cry of no! was cut off by Chris's acceptance, and Barney, with new lightness in his heart, new vigour, went about his business with a whistle on his lips and a nimbleness in his fingers. Suddenly he was a man transformed, in all his relief almost able to forget his troubles. He polished off the haircut to general satisfaction and had started on another before Chris emerged back into the shop, a worried look on his face, the police close behind.

They nodded at Barney as they walked past, then they were gone, out into the morning rain. Chris and Barney looked at each other. Barney didn't know what the look said; no words were exchanged.

An hour and a half later they found themselves alone in the shop, having worked their way through half a dozen customers. Barney was feeling rather pleased with himself, as he grabbed a look at his paper. In quick succession he had executed a long at the back, short at the sides, a not too much off the top, tapered at the sides and back, and a Bobby Ewing '83. They had each, in their own way, been immaculate haircuts, barbery out of the top drawer, smooth, elegant and polished. A trio of satisfied customers, the money from the healthy tips still jangling in Barney's pocket. Had this been America there would have been loud whoops and cheers, and cries of good hair!, and he and Chris would have exchanged high fives and banged heads. Barney imagined the word would already be going around Partick – "Want good hair? Barney Thomson's your man."

The door opened and a young lad entered. He nodded at the two barbers. 'Wullie not in today?'

'No, he's got the day off,' said Chris. 'I'll do your hair if you want to sit down.'

The lad hesitated, looked a bit embarrassed. 'No, it's all right, I'll go to this other bloke, if that's ok?'

Chris didn't care. 'Aye, sure, no problem, mate.'

Barney did, however. He lowered the paper and looked at the boy as he walked over. He was delighted. This was the kind of thing he'd always wanted and it hadn't taken long. Maybe he should've killed Wullie ages ago.

Stood up, offered him the chair.

'Hello, young fellow, how's it going?' Tried to keep the enormous grin from his face. Didn't entirely succeed.

'All right, mate,' said Allan Duckworth, 'how about you?'

'Aye, aye, can't complain, can't complain.' He swirled the cape around dramatically, draped it over the customer and reached for the towel to put at his neck. 'So, what will it be the day, my friend?'

'Oh, you know, just a haircut,' he said.

Just a haircut. Music to the barber's ears. Carte blanche to do as you pleased. What could be easier? The smile on Barney's face increased by another inch or two on either side as he picked up the electric razor.

'What d'you make of those Rangers?' he said after a minute or two. 'Lost four games in a row now, eh? Really struggling.'

'Aye, but they're still six points clear at the top of the league.'

'Five.'

'Five, is it?'

'Aye. But you know, they're only that far ahead because everybody else is so crap.'

'Aye, you're right about that.'

And so the conversation continued, and so the day continued. Barney cut more hair than he had had to do in a single day for many a year and he loved every minute of it. Quite forgot about Wullie, other than to be glad he wasn't there to take business from him. And customer after customer left the shop with hair from the Gods; hair for which movie stars would have paid hundreds of dollars, for only four pounds plus tip. People would recall this day for years and how they had been privileged to have had their hair cut by a man at the zenith of barbetorial invention.

They had seen the final customers off by ten past five. Chris had grown more and more uneasy during the day as no word had come from Wullie; his initial lack of concern giving way to worry. Imagined all kinds of disasters but never the truth.

Exchanged few words with Barney and after everyone had gone, told him to leave and that he would lock up. Barney accepted and, after clearing away the fallen hair around his chair, put on his jacket and walked from the shop. It had been a glory day for him, the best that he could remember. And any day which he didn't round off by stabbing someone would from now on be viewed as a success.

But as he stepped out into the bleak rain of an early March evening, he was forced to return to the real world. He was going to have to face the consequences of his actions. He had to go and see Cemolina and discover the gruesome truth of how she had disposed of the body. He hadn't worried about it all day because he hadn't thought about it. Now, however, the time was at hand.

And however bad he imagined it was going to be when he got to her house, it was nowhere near as bad as it actually was.

The Freezer Full Of Neatly Packaged Meat

––––––––
Barney stood on the threshold of his mother's door, giving himself pause. Trying to come to terms with the ill feeling he had about what lay within. Jodie Foster in Silence of the Lambs. It was not just his mother's soup remark which still rang in his ears; something else, a sense of grave foreboding.
He opened the door and walked into the flat, calling out her name. There came no reply but that was not unusual. However, there was an ominous feel to the house. Silence. No television played in the sitting room, no other sound. He sensed death; could smell it. Perhaps she was out on her grotesque errand, he thought. Yet somehow he knew it was not that.

He walked quickly along the hall and into the sitting room. In the dark, at first he saw nothing, because he wasn't expecting to see what was there. Then he realised that his mother was lying, sprawled on the floor, her head resting at an awkward angle. A cup lay spilled at her side, its contents splashed across the carpet; a murky brown stain all that was left of a milky coffee, three sugars.

He stared at her, rooted to the spot. Shock. Then through the gloom, he saw her eyelids flicker, dashed to her side and knelt down.

'Mum! Mum! Are you all right?'

Cemolina flickered her eyelids. Bloody stupid question, she thought, of course I'm not all right. But she had not the strength to say it. Her life was fading quickly, the strain on her heart intolerable. Had he come two minutes later, Barney would have found her dead.

She tried to lift her head off the carpet. She had something to tell him. She must before she went.

'I'll call an ambulance,' he said quickly, beginning to get up, but he was stopped by the slight movement of her head.

'No,' she croaked, 'too late for that.'

He could barely hear her but he knew what she was trying to say. He put his mouth up close to her ear, gently squeezed her hand.

'It's not too late, Mum, you've still got a chance. I'll get an ambulance.'

He started to get up again but she brushed his hand as she made an effort to grab it before he moved away. He looked at her; she said something to him which he could not make out. Torn between fetching help and letting her talk to him. Didn't know what to do. Knew deep down that it was already too late. Bent down, put his ear close to her mouth. Fighting back the fear; his mother was dying.

'The fre...' she whispered, her voice on the point of expiration.

'Sorry, Mum, I didn't hear you. Did you say frisbee?'

It hit him; he was listening to the last words of his mother. Her dying words. He put his head nearer, as the tears started to form at the sides of his eyes.

'Free...' she croaked, her voice barely audible.

He screamed within his head. These were his mother's dying words, he had to hear them. She was making the grand effort, so must he. This could be what stood forever on her headstone. He had to understand.

'Frisbee, Mum? What about a frisbee?'

She summoned up the juices of life for one last great effort. Held her hand out, grabbed the sleeve of his coat to pull him closer. She paused to conjure up new energies, then spoke slowly and powerfully into his ear.

'Not frisbee, you dunderheid. Freezer! It's in the freezer!'

The words 'what's in the freezer, mum?' – pointless words for he knew well what she meant – hung suspended on his lips, half uttered and then forgotten, as his mother folded from her last great effort. Having said what she must, the will was gone, and her body settled lifelessly on to the floor. Her fingers remained gripped to his jacket. A death grip. He grabbed her head, pressed his cheek against it and wept, his other troubles forgotten.

He stayed like that for a long time, unable to let go, as if by hanging onto her body he was in some way hanging onto her life. Finally he pulled himself away and, after having trouble detaching her gripping fingers, he sat wearily down beside the telephone and started making calls.

*** 

Two hours later, Barney and his elder brother Allan sat and blankly stared at the carpet. They didn't see each other much, had never got on particularly well. And here they sat, sharing something for the first time in over twenty years.

Allan lived a moderately opulent existence on the periphery of Perth, in a house which Barney envied, with a wife that Barney yearned for. Three children and a dog completed the picture-perfect life and Barney would never know that Allan was even more miserable than he was himself.

'Well, my brother, I'd better be getting back. Barbara will be wondering what's happened to me. I didn't leave much of a note.'

Barney's grief was marginally pushed aside for a second. He hated it when Allan called him 'my brother', which he always did, and the mention of Barbara – attractive, intelligent, delicious Barbara, who had never watched a stupid soap in her puff – had pangs of jealousy thumping loudly at the doors of his grief, demanding entry.

'I'll be back early tomorrow morning to get on with the arrangements.'

'You can stay the night with Agnes and me, why don't you?' said Barney. Something within him wanted Allan to say yes, some basic fraternal thing which made him want to hang on to his brother, even though he knew that there was no way he would accept. And would he not be ashamed to take his brother back to his flat in any case?

'No, that's all right, Barney, thanks. I'd better be getting back. Thanks all the same.' He stood up, started to put his jacket on. 'Will you be going to your work tomorrow? You know, it's all right if you do, because I can take care of everything.'

Like the unwanted belch of curry back into your mouth, four days after you've eaten a vindaloo, reality kicked Barney stoutly in the balls.

His work. The shop. Wullie. The corpse. The freezer.

Shit.

He cleared the image from his head and looked at Allan. Maybe he could tell him everything. Allan, the older brother. The sensible older brother. He'd know what to do.

Phone the polis and get him locked up, probably.

'Aye, aye, I've got to go to work,' he said. He wasn't telling Allan anything. 'There's one of the other lads off at the moment, so there's only the two of us the now, you know. I'd really better go in.'

Allan nodded. 'No problem. Don't you worry, I'll see to everything.'

They said their farewells, Barney saw his brother to the door. Returned to the sitting room, hesitated. He had to go and look in the freezer, but he desperately didn't want to. Tried to persuade himself that he could postpone it until morning, but he knew he might as well get it over with.

His mother had a huge freezer, he knew that. Plenty of space for a body. He and Allan had always asked her why she bothered; now it had been of use. Had she known all this time that she might one day have need of concealing a corpse? Of course not, Barney, don't be so bloody stupid, he muttered.

He walked with some trepidation into the kitchen. The big freezer dominated the room, taking up one whole wall to the left as he walked in. Stopped and stared. Not just big enough to hold one body, he thought. Big enough to hold several.

Put his fingers on the handle and left them there. Whatever he was about to see, he knew it wasn't going to be pleasant. Wullie's body, hideously curled up, his face distorted in agony and shock; was that what awaited him?

He swallowed and slowly lifted the lid of the freezer. A plume of vapour drifted out to meet him and he stared into it, waiting for it to disperse. Suddenly it was all there in front of him. Meat. The freezer was packed with meat. And then it struck him, and he felt his stomach push at the back of his throat.

This eclectic array of packets, frosted over reds and browns. This was Wullie. Neatly packaged, easy to handle, ready to use, Wullie.

He prodded something. It was frozen solid. She must have worked fast, he thought, because it had all been in here a long time. The freezer was tightly packed, every inch taken with bones and various chunks of meat and flesh. He poked at a couple of things, his face a mask of horror and wonder, then wriggled something free from the frozen mass.

It was a foot, sweetly severed below the ankle. On the side of the package, neatly printed on a white label, were the words W. Henderson / 11 Mar / Left Foot. He dropped it back into the crowd, lifted another one. An indeterminate lump of flesh and organ. W. Henderson / 11 Mar / Part of viscera (unsure which) it read. Quickly put it back, lowered the lid. Didn't want to see any more.

He rested his hands on the edge of the freezer and stared blankly at the top of it for a while. Trying to examine his emotions to discover what he really thought about it.

'What were you doing, Mum? You labelled Wullie. Did you have to go so far as to label him? Was this thing not grotesque enough for you?'

He lowered his head still further. And as he stood hunched over the freezer, the thought which had been nagging away since he'd first looked inside, finally broke out into the open. It had been a distant nag, something he couldn't place, but then suddenly it was there; stark naked in front of him, screaming. The idea of it chilled his heart; hairs rose slowly on the back of his neck.

The freezer was full, absolutely full to the brim. There was no way that the whole of this huge compartment was taken up with Wullie.

He opened the lid again, looked inside. Started picking up bits of Wullie, dumping them on the floor out of the way. A femur. The heart. An arm. The head. Christ! the head, the eyes removed. Packages of flesh, all neatly wrapped and labelled. He quickly lifted them all and then dumped them noisily on the floor. There seemed to be hundreds of them. Untidily arranged in ill-fitting row after ill-fitting row. God! he thought, these couldn't all be Wullie. It couldn't possibly be as he feared, but his blood thumped through his body, his breath caught in his throat. What else could it be?

Finally he dared to look at another one of the packages. His heart froze, his mouth dropped in horror. The writing was neat and in his mother's own hand. Louise MacDonald / 5 Mar  / respiratory system.

Louise MacDonald. The name had been in the newspapers that morning. The latest victim of the deranged killer.

He let the package fall out of his hand, back into the freezer. Landed with a metallic thud. Christ almighty! His mother. His own mother! What had she left him with? More than just Wullie. A lot more than just Wullie.

He closed the lid and slumped down onto the floor, resting his back against the freezer. Sat amongst Wullie, the frozen packets strewn about the floor. The closest they'd been in a long time.

Barney Thomson, barber, ran his hands through his hair and closed his eyes. His breath came in spasms. His heart thumped. The doorbell rang.

He jerked his head back and smashed it into the freezer. Bit his tongue. 'Christ!'

He stood up in a panic. The door! It couldn't be the polis already. Stared out of the kitchen into the living room as if he expected Special Branch to come charging into the flat. Felt hot and cold; frightened.

The door bell rang again. Quiet, urgent, wanting.

He swallowed. Might just be Allan having forgotten something. Looked at the mass of frozen food on the floor, decided to leave it where it was. Kicked it into the centre of the kitchen then closed the door behind him. Down the hall, round the corner, looked at the door. Could see the outline of a man behind the frosted glass panel.

A man alone, although it was not Allan.

Barney hesitated, staring at the grey figure. Imagined Death standing there, come to collect his dues. But it was he himself who was Death. He shivered, didn't want to answer the door, but now the man on the other side might be aware of Barney's presence. The light behind him.

The doorbell was pressed again. Get it over with, Barney.

He stepped forward, pulled open the door. Stared at his tormentor. A young, nervous looking man stared back. Late twenties perhaps. Checked jacket; Kay's catalogue. Debenham's tie; small blue and red bicycles on a yellow background. Mole beneath his lower lip, skin like feta cheese. Big hair; a Marc Bolan. Faint smell of cheap aftershave. Apples.

'Aye?' said Barney, as the younger man clearly was not about to start a conversation. Felt the commotion of his heart dampen.

Young man coughed, continued to look embarrassed. Nervous curiosity. Eventually he spoke.

'Mature woman, looking for love?' he said in a small voice.

Dead Mum Stalking

––––––––
Barney sat quietly munching his dinner, Agnes opposite him at the table, a mug of coffee in her hands. He was glad that she'd cooked him fish, because he didn't think he'd be able to face meat. Nor would he for a long time, he reflected, as he stuffed a huge chip into his mouth.
The thought of the freezer turned his stomach; he tried to force it out of his mind, concentrate on his dinner. He was hungry but knew he wouldn't be able to eat anything if all he could think about was Wullie and all those others.

Agnes was looking at him, attempting consolation, the memory of her own mother's death stirring within her feelings of sympathy for her husband which she hadn't felt for some years. The television was playing in the background but for once she was paying more attention to Barney. She did have one ear, however, listening out for what was going to happen when Chenise and Manhattan discovered that Blade had been doing nights at a working men's club.

Finally Barney gave up the ghost and pushed the plate away. The memory of Wullie's face, twisted and distorted under a clear plastic bag, was too much for him. And how many more distorted faces were in that freezer, he kept asking himself. What were the newspapers saying now? Five or six? Was the freezer really that big?

'You not feel like eating, Barney?' she said.

He blinked, stared blankly at his chips. Should he come clean? It was on his mind. He wanted to own up to the whole sordid mess. But then, how could he? Not now. Before, perhaps, when it'd been his mess. But now? How could he reveal to the world that his own mother had been the mad Glasgow serial killer? And who was going to believe him anyway? Would they not all just think it'd been him who'd been doing it?

No, he had to finish what he'd started. He was going to have to get rid of those bodies somehow. They were safe enough where they were for the moment, but sometime he would need to get on with it. Corpse disposal; or what was left of the corpses. Death or glory, he told himself. But he knew there was no real way out. However this thing finished, his life was never going to be the same again. Unless he could make the acquaintance of denial.

'I don't blame you,' she said, and they sat in silence for another few minutes. Every now and again she was tempted to look over her shoulder at the television, but at times like these, soap opera was almost incidental. Almost.

'Oh aye,' she said, 'Bill phoned earlier. Sounded quite anxious to talk to you, but I told him about your mum, so he says he'll get you in the next day or two, you know. Passes on his condolences, and that, you know'

Barney looked at his watch. 'It's only quarter past ten. I'll maybe give him a wee call the now.'

'Aye, why don't you do that?' said Agnes, relieved that she would be able to watch the television again. Things looked as if they were picking up, and she submitted to her addiction.

Barney raised himself from the table, slumped down into another seat beside the phone, dialled the number. It did not ring long.

'Hello?' said Bill. There would've seemed to those who knew him, a slightly anxious quality to his voice. The effects of his knowledge of Barney's murderous intent of two nights before had been preying on his mind; uneasy rest.

'Hello, Bill, it's me.'

'Barney,' he said. Sounded relieved. 'I'm glad you called.'

He paused, knew that delicacy was required; was as incapable of it as every other man in Scotland. You don't lightly accuse a man of murder at the best of times, and certainly not when he is racked with grief.

'Did Agnes tell you about my mum?' said Barney.

'Aye, aye, she did. I'm really sorry Barney, that must've been a great shock. She was always so lively for her age, you know. What happened?'

'Well, you know, Bill, it was just her heart. She was an old woman.'

'Aye, aye, you're right. Still, it's aye a shock.'

'Aye, aye, you're right.'

'I know it's a bit early, and all that, but have you any idea when the funeral'll be?'

'I'm not sure. Probably not until Monday now, you know. Maybe even Tuesday. We'll find out tomorrow. Allan's going to take care of most of the arrangements. Elder brother and all that.'

'Aye, aye.'

There was a pause. Barney didn't know what else to say, Bill wondered how long he could leave it before bringing up the subject of the missing Wullie. And just exactly how was he going to put it?

Barney interrupted the flow of his thoughts.

'Did you phone for something else earlier, Bill?'

Bill paused briefly, then tentatively stuck his finger into the honey pot. 'Aye, well, actually there was, Barney.'

Another brief lapse in the conversation, while Barney waited to hear what it was. Bill tried to decide how best to delicately probe the accused. He'd read plenty of Henry Kissinger; tried to think of hints on diplomacy.

'Em, Barney...?'

'Aye, Bill, I'm still here.'

'...I, eh, understand, that Wullie's missing. His father was on the phone to me earlier the night,' he said, finally taking his clothes off and diving into the honey pot, completely naked.

Barney put his hand to his head. Of course that was why he'd phoned. He was bound to have heard about it by now. Shit, shit, shit. Be assertive, he told himself, it was the only way.

'I didn't kill him, Bill, if that's what you're going to ask,' he said, not quite sounding as hard as he wanted to. It worked however. Bill sprang onto the defensive; like Italy in the '94 World Cup final.

'No, no, I wasn't going to say that.' He stopped, reflected. They were old friends. He might as well tell the truth. 'Well, aye, I was going to say it. But what can I think, Barney, eh? A couple of days ago you were talking about killing him, and now he's missing.'

Barney tried to play the part. 'I know what you must think, Bill, but wherever he's gone, it's nothing to do with me. I was just havering the other night. You know me, full of shite sometimes, so I am.'

Bill tried not to feel guilty, but wasn't entirely convinced by Barney's protestations of innocence. Years of reading philosophy had made him wary of coincidence.

'Have you any idea what's happened to him then?'

Barney was starting to get annoyed, knew it was because his friend's questions weren't misdirected. But still, he hadn't murdered Wullie, as such. It hadn't been his fault.

'I don't know, Bill, I told you that. Look, my mother's just died for God's sake. Give us a break, will you?'

'Aye, aye, all right, Barney. I'm sorry. I'd better go.'

'Aye, right. Look, I'm sorry I lost my temper, Bill. It's been a long night.'

'Aye, Barney, don't worry about it. I'm sorry for suggesting what I did.'

'Aye, right enough. I'll speak to you tomorrow.'

'Aye, aye.'

Bill hung up, wondering if he should call the police. Maybe you shouldn't do that to your friends, but then you shouldn't commit murder either. Wullie's father was his friend also, and he'd known young Wullie since he'd been a bairn. Made his decision. Prevaricate; sleep on it.

Barney hung up, wondering if Bill would go to the police. Maybe it wasn't the sort of thing you should do to a friend, but then Bill was also friendly with Wullie's father. And besides, he had always thought Bill was a slimy, underhand sneak anyway; the sort of bloke who'd report his own grandmother for taping a song off the radio. He had never trusted him when they'd played dominoes. Kicking himself for telling Bill his thoughts in the first place. Saw conspiracy everywhere.

He lay in bed that night wondering how he could shut Bill Taylor and Charlie Johnstone up, stop them from talking to the police. So consumed was he by these matters, that he hardly thought of his mother's freezer, and of his mother herself.

An advert in the paper; young men enticed to her flat. The great Glasgow serial killer.

Last In Line

––––––––
Holdall sat at his desk considering the new list of missing persons which had arrived with the dawning of Friday morning. Another five, the usual specifications. There would be nothing for them here. And of the eight they'd ended up looking into the previous day, only two remained unaccounted for. The barber, and a young seventeen year-old lad from Milngarvie. Only the missing barber troubled him. He expected MacPherson would be eager to get back to the shop, have another go at Henderson's colleagues. They would chase up another couple of things about Henderson that day, then return to the shop over the weekend if required. The two remaining barbers weren't going anywhere.
Friday, however, would also involve the usual round of concerned parents. Bloody marvellous, he thought, another day wallowing in the sewer of disenchantment. He needed coffee.

The door opened and MacPherson walked into the room. Holdall looked up, the two men nodded.

'Good news, Stuart?' said Holdall, not entirely sure what MacPherson could tell him that would qualify.

'I have news, sir, though I don't know whether it's good.'

Holdall sighed, rested his chin in the palm of his hand. 'Let's hear it then,' he said; resignation.

'It's about Jamie Lawson, sir.'

Holdall stared blankly at him, narrowly avoided asking who the hell Jamie Lawson was.

'One of the two unaccounted fors from yesterday, sir,' said MacPherson, reading his mind. Holdall nodded, tried to look like he'd known all along.

'Dead in a ditch, is he?' he asked, no sympathy and almost a little hope in the voice.

MacPherson coughed. 'As a matter of fact, aye, he is. Stepped in front of a train, sir. On the west coast line, near Dalry.'

Holdall shrugged. He didn't care. If these bloody stupid teenagers wanted to do that to themselves it wasn't his problem.

'Why on earth would anyone go to Dalry to kill themselves?'

'I couldn't say, sir.'

Holdall grunted, thought about the half hour they had wasted the previous day talking to the boy's mother.

'Don't suppose he left a note confessing to a host of murders in and around the Glasgow area?'

'Not as far as I'm aware, sir.'

'No, I didn't really think that he would.'

He looked at his empty coffee cup, thought of the awfulness of the day ahead. It lay before him like a rotting cow on the pavement.

*** 

Friday was a long day in the shop. Many customers came in, as was always the case at the end of the week, and the barbers were kept busy. Wullie's father, James Henderson, even returned to work for the first time in five years to help out for a couple of hours in the afternoon. Some old time regulars were glad to see him, but they were nevertheless wary of submitting to the whim of his scissors, most of them having been burned by an out of practice barber at some time in their lives.

His first two haircuts were indeed dangerously close to being suitable cases for litigious action. However, he was a past master of the water disguise treatment, so his initial embarrassments were well covered up. After half an hour he was back in form, cutting hair with the light-fingered panache of old. Like a spy called out of retirement to take one last covert dip behind enemy lines, he took to his task with a smile on his lips and a glint in his eye. The old magic was still there.

He was telling himself that his son had probably just gone on an incredible two day drinking binge; felt quite proud of him, having done it himself a few times in his younger days. Knew, however, that he would not be able to keep the worry at bay for much longer.

Every now and again Barney cast an eye over the work going on next to him and was suitably unimpressed. He had always thought that James was a lousy barber and, as he studied the work which he was now doing, concluded that five years' abstinence had done him few favours.

And this, his blighted mind kept telling him, was the man who wanted to sack him. However much guilt Barney felt about what he'd done to Wullie, he still felt hurt and betrayed that they'd been intending to let him go. And if Wullie had been the agent of the dismissal, if it had been Wullie's finger on the trigger, it would still have been James who bought the gun, the ammunition and the hours of practice in the shooting gallery.

He found that he couldn't work and think about what had to be done at the same time; did his best to push to the back of his mind the horror of what lay in front of him. Having to dispose of five or six frozen bodies. You just didn't get training for that in life. Was thinking that he should've done Pathology 'O' level. Could not even begin to think of what was to be done with them, so he concentrated on work instead. If the whim took him, he attempted some inane conversation. Anything to push away the thought of the contents of the freezer.

James left the shop at around four o'clock, saying that he would return in the morning if Wullie hadn't shown up. His parting words to Barney – come in early so that I can have a word – had had Barney almost cutting the ear off the customer beneath his trembling hand.

It was late in the afternoon, with the day seemingly drifting to a quiet conclusion, when disaster struck. The rush of customers to the shop had ended, the skies outside were grim and dark with foreboding, the March rains had returned with a vengeance having given the city a few hours' respite. Barney and Chris were cutting the hair of one last customer each when the door opened and a figure dashed into the shop out of the rain.

Flat cap pulled low over his eyes, the collar of his coat turned high. He shook himself off, removed his cap, looked at Chris.

Charlie Johnstone.

'I know it's late, Chris, but you wouldn't have time to squeeze in an old muppet like me, would you?'

Chris glanced at the clock, but was not really concerned with the time. 'Aye, no bother there, mate, I'm nearly done here. That old carpet of yours shouldn't take too long.'

Charlie laughed and removed his coat to sit down, nodding at Barney as he did so. Barney nodded back; wishing the floor would open up and swallow him. He returned to cutting hair, but he couldn't ignore the feeling of dread. Of all the people who could have come in.

Barney's stomach churned, great armies of nerves and fear stampeded through his body. The hairs on the back of his head began to prickle and stand to attention. He had to do something.

He glanced at Chris to see where he was with his haircut. If he could get his finished first then maybe he would be able to cut Charlie's hair, making it easier to control the conversation.

Too late. As he looked over, Chris removed the towel from the back of his customer's head and shook the fallout from the haircut to the ground. Barney was still minutes away from a conclusion. Cursed quietly, tried to concentrate on the job. Perhaps if he avoided Charlie's eye he wouldn't speak to him.

His penultimate customer sent packing, Chris invited Charlie up to the big chair and prepared for the final haircut of the day.

'Thanks for this, Chris,' said Charlie, upon his ascent.

'Ach, no bother, Charlie, no bother. Mind you, it's been a right long day and all, what with Wullie not being here.'

Charlie glanced around, noticing for the first time that Wullie wasn't present, as Barney disappeared inside his pullover.

'Oh, right. Away on holiday or something?'

Chris shrugged. 'Tell you, we don't know, Charlie. Don't know what's happened to him. He left the shop on Wednesday. It was about quarter past five, that not right, Barney?'

'Aye,' said Barney, the presence of his heart lodged firmly in his mouth making it difficult for him to talk. If Charlie said something now, Barney was in trouble.

'And no one's seen him since. He's just disappeared off the face of the earth. Even Moira hasn't heard anything.'

Charlie slowly shook his head. 'Aye, aye, that's right strange, so it is. Right strange. Ach, he's probably sitting on a park bench somewhere, drunk out of his face. You know what Wullie's like.' And he laughed, but there was no humour or comfort in it.

'Aye, we know Wullie.'

Barney's hands trembled, the sweat beaded on his forehead. This was going badly. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Charlie turn towards him. Knew what was coming.

'Here Barney, that wasn't him in – '

'What d'you make of those Rangers, eh, Charlie?' asked Barney. Smooth, cool, natural. And desperate.

Charlie looked quizzically at him. 'What are you on about? You ken I'm not interested in the Rangers. I was going to say – '

'Aye, I know, it's just, you know, it's getting near the end of the season, and I thought you might be going to the odd game.'

Charlie shook his head the best he could, given that Chris was now at work in and around the area of his left ear. 'I haven't been to see a game of football since my playing days finished, Barney, you know that, for God's sake.'

Chris looked up from the waves of hair. 'What's this great interest in football all of a sudden, Barney? You're talking about the Rangers to just about everyone that comes in here.'

Barney attempted nonchalance. 'I just like to take an interest in what's going on. Football, that kind of thing. You know me.'

Aye, I do know you, thought Chris, that's what's so strange.

Barney stared at them to see if they were about to add to the conversation, but neither of them looked likely. He breathed a sigh of relief. The danger seemed to have been averted.

Charlie started up again. 'As I was trying to say, Barney – '

'So, how's Betty and all that, Charlie? You were saying something about her the other night.'

Shit! Barney, you stupid idiot. Don't mention the other night. Don't remind him, and don't give him the opportunity to ask.

'Aye, well she's not so bad. But you know, it was the other night I was going to mention. Was Wullie not still in the shop when I saw you? I thought he was and I couldn't get a straight answer from you. Head in the clouds, I thought, you know.'

'No, no, Charlie,' said Barney. Big relief – had thought Charlie had been about to mention the plastic bags. If he didn't say anything else, Chris needn't suspect anything. He might yet get away with it. 'He'd already gone a while earlier.'

There was near silence. The mellow clink of scissors. Barney felt the beating of his heart. He was getting to the end of his job and, surprisingly, it didn't appear to be going too badly. Don't mention the plastic bags, Charlie, he thought, please don't mention the plastic bags. Or I'll be forced to kill you.

Charlie nodded suddenly, grunted too. 'Aye, of course. That was about six o'clock, was it not? He'd have been long gone by then, so he would.'

The time! He'd forgotten about the time. Started cutting frantically with nervous fingers to cover up the panic. His customer semi-dozed beneath him, unawares.

Chris looked over. 'Six o'clock, Barney. What were you still doing here at that time? Couldn't have been that busy, surely? And not if Wullie had gone.'

Barney stared intently at the back of the head in front of him, as if trying to sort out some intricate piece of hair sculpture. Tried desperately to think of what to say. He believed himself to be a great barber, but he was crap in a crisis and he knew it.

'Oh, aye, well you know, it was stupid, but I just sat down at the end of the day, after Wullie had gone, and fell asleep. Who'd have thought it, eh? Woke up about six o'clock, feeling like a right eejit, so I did.'

Glanced over at Chris, saw the doubtful look in his eye. Chris looked away, returned to Charlie's hair. Barney could still get away with it if only Charlie kept his fat gob shut. Should have done it when he'd had the chance. What difference would one more corpse have made now?

The shop lulled into silence again. Barney relaxed; the conversation might be over. If he could just finish this haircut and get out of the shop, there had been nothing said to arouse the suspicions of Chris too greatly.

With a final couple of snips and an unsteady sweep of the comb, Barney was done. He lifted the towel, drew off the cape and the bloke was free. A final glance in the mirror, the customer was happy that the cut hadn't been as awful as he'd first suspected it might have been, then, with a brief exchange of cash, he was gone. Barney busied himself with clearing up, hoping he could make it out before anything else was said.

'You were sleeping, Barney?' said Charlie suddenly, as if he'd just been plugged in at the mains. 'I thought you were getting together all that – '

'What d'you make of yon serial killer, eh? That not terrible?' said Barney, but the words stuck in his throat. Knew he was beyond stalling tactics.

'What? No, I wasn't talking about that. Yon pile of garbage you were taking out on Wednesday night, that I helped you with. I thought that was what you'd worked late to do.'

Chris looked up. Curious. Pile of garbage? Penny did not yet drop. 'Oh, aye? And what pile of garbage was this, Barney?'

Barney swallowed, desperately trying to think of what he could say. There wasn't much for it, though – there was nothing he could say. He was going to have to disappear.

He looked up from where he had been busy arranging his scissors neatly on the counter and started to walk backwards. Trapped cat – without the claws.

'What? Oh, aye, well I've got to be getting to the toilet, if you'll just excuse me a second.' And with that he vanished through the door at the back of the shop, hoping that by the time he emerged the conversation would have been dropped.

Charlie watched him go, looked quizzically at the closed door.

'Bloody heavy, so it was. I had to give the lad a lift with it to get it into the back of his motor, so I had. Jings, but it was heavy. And big too. Long.'

'Is that right?' said Chris. The idea had come to him; comprehension slowly dawned. But it couldn't be. Barney? Mild-mannered, boring as you can get, Barney?

'Aye, it is right. What kind of garbage do you lot produce in here, anyway?'

Chris avoided the question. This was to be between Barney and him. 'Well, you've got to work in a barber's shop before you know the kind of things that we have to put in the rubbish.'

Charlie nodded gravely. 'Aye, I suppose you're right. The ways of many men are indeed mysterious.'

The conversation lulled once more, Chris was swift coming to the conclusion of his business. Barney skulked in the back room for a couple of minutes and then to his horror, as he emerged to make a quick exit, it was just in time to see Charlie put on his coat and head for the door.

'Oh, there you are Barney,' he said. 'I'll be seeing you.'

Barney had no words, returned the farewell with a lame nod.

'Right, Chris, thanks a lot for squeezing us in,' said Charlie. 'I hope Wullie turns up in the next day or two.'

'I'm sure he will.'

And with that Charlie was gone. After he had stepped out into the street, Chris slowly closed the door behind him, locked it and slipped the key into his pocket. He turned round and faced Barney. Barney stood with his back up against the rear wall; frightened eyes, muscles tensed.

It was time.

Jolene Stabs Billy Ray Bob Billy Bob

––––––––
The two men stood face to face across the shop, the tension of unstated convictions thick in the air, Chris's finger twitching at the trigger of his suspicion. He stood in the centre of the shop, hands steady, eyes narrow, stance broad. Gary Cooper.
Barney pressed against the rear wall, where his hand fell on the broom which he had just been using to clear up the detritus of the day. Grabbed it tightly, held it to his side, his knuckles white. Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead; his face was pale. Knees weak, heart thumped, hands trembled. Gollum; he wilted under the persistence of Chris's gaze.

Neither man yet felt confident enough to say anything. Chris didn't know what to say, still incredulous that Barney could have had anything to do with Wullie's disappearance. Barney waited only to react to whatever Chris might say, for he knew accusations would soon fly. He should've been desperately trying to think of excuses or stories to tell, but his mind was thick with fear. Clogged up. Needed a chimney sweep. His tongue flicked out to remove the moustache of sweat which had appeared above his top lip; a lizard surreptitiously reeling in a small insect.

Chris found his own tongue. He couldn't stand there all night, and although he didn't have a clue what to say or how this might progress, he knew he must say something.

'And what heavy bag of rubbish might this have been that you were taking out to your motor on Wednesday night? Eh, Barney?' he said. Spat out the name.

Barney cowered before the question, his eyes ever more fearful. Tongue darted out in quick jabs; his fingers took a feverish grip on the broom, a staff for fighting. Now he was Robin Hood. A frightened Robin Hood.

'Well?' Chris sneered at him, accusing finger pointing. 'You cut a lot of heavy hair on Wednesday, did you, Barney, is that what you're going to tell me?'

Barney spoke. 'It was just some of my own stuff.'

'What?' he shot back. 'What own stuff? You don't have any of your own stuff. What stuff of yours were you putting into rubbish bags?'

With the words came the doubt. What if it had been something of his own that he'd been taking out? Why should he tell Chris about it? It wasn't as if they were friends. He might do a lot of things that Chris didn't know about. God, maybe he was making a complete idiot of himself. What was he doing anyway? Nothing less than being on the point of accusing Barney of Wullie's murder; a hell of a thing to be doing.

It was not a throwaway line, a casual easily-ignored remark. Working late and carrying a heavy bundle to his car did not necessarily add up to Barney being a murderer. It was strange, and he was acting suspiciously, but it didn't make him a criminal. This was mild mannered Barney. Mild mannered, Barry-Manilow-with-scissors, Barney. Not some bug-eyed psycho.

'Look, it was just stuff, all right? None of your business.'

Chris had been walking towards him, now he hesitated, stopped. He was at an impasse. He couldn't force Barney to tell him what was in the bags and it was still a giant stretch of the imagination to assume that it had been Wullie's body.

Still, there Barney stood before him, clutching desperately onto the broom handle. Would he be acting so suspiciously if he had nothing to hide? Why be so defensive if his actions were innocent? And the consistent interruption of Charlie when he'd been trying to speak to him. Obviously he hadn't wanted Charlie to mention what he'd been doing on Wednesday evening.

He got there eventually; arrived at a conclusion. Barney was hiding something. Definitely. Perhaps it was nothing to do with Wullie, but then perhaps it was. It wasn't going to cost him anything to make the accusation – not his friendship, that was for sure.

And Barney was due for the chop, he knew that. Not a friend, not a colleague.

Chris's mind was made up.

'Did you kill Wullie?' he said.

Barney reeled, squeezed the broom handle ever tighter. 'No!'

'Well what was in they bags then, Barney, what was in they bags? Eh? You think I'm some heid-the-ba' or something?'

Chris walked slowly towards him again, finger jabbing out, the aggression on his face far greater than the confidence he felt about Barney being rightly accused. But the closer he came, the more he saw the fright in Barney's eyes. Knew he was right.

'You did kill Wullie, didn't you? Didn't you? You knew he was going to sack you, didn't you, you miserable bastard?' he shouted, his voice consuming the small shop.

Barney bent his knees, almost squatting. 'No!' he squealed, a scream of pathetic denial. 'I didn't mean to. It was an accident!'

The words fell dead in the air.

Silence enveloped the shop. Barney was down on the floor, pressed against the wall as much as he could be. Chris stood three or four feet away, amazement on his face. So Barney had killed Wullie! He was right.

Now that the information was out there, neither of them knew what to do next. Chris stood over him, astonishment and anger growing on his face; Barney cowered beneath, awaiting his fate.

Several things were flying around Chris's head. He wanted to kill Barney. He knew he shouldn't. He should call the police, make sure Barney didn't escape – that's what he should do. But what then? What if he tried to keep Barney in here until they arrived? Barney was a killer, he'd just admitted to it. What if he went for Chris as well? God, he looked pathetic enough, but he'd killed Wullie somehow. Maybe he was the killer. Perhaps he should just get out while he could, go straight to the police. And what might this bastard have done to Wullie's body? Chopped it up? Christ almighty. A piece of Wullie could be sitting in the post waiting for delivery to Moira's house the following morning.

His wrath rose once more within him; the fire blazed in his eyes. Barney saw it, knew what was coming. Held the broom handle tightly in his grasp, prepared to defend himself.

Finally, Chris's temper snapped. He leapt forward, hands outstretched, searching for the killer's throat. Barney was ready for him however, did what he could in his pathetic, overtly-defensive position. Thrust the broom hard at Chris as he dived towards him, hitting him square in the chest with the thick brush. The broom was old but the handle held, and such was the force of Chris's onslaught that the full weight of the broom on his chest unbalanced him; sent him toppling backwards. He grabbed at air to try and right himself, but there was nothing to grab hold of. His feet slipped from under him and he fell back.

His head cracked off the sharp edge of the counter with a strange thud. Almost hollow, thought Barney, as he watched in horror. In a flurry of arms and legs, Chris collapsed to the floor, his head thumping down onto the ground; and there he lay. Motionless.

After the brief commotion, silence descended. Barney still cowered against the wall, the broom clutched in his trembling hands, staring at Chris. Chris was silent and unmoving on the ground. And then slowly, from where his head lay on the floor, a pool of thick blood began to spread out, stealthily creeping across the tiles. On his face could still be seen an expression of surprise, but his features would not move again.

Slowly Barney rose and crawled over beside him. He gingerly placed his ear on Chris's chest, held his breath as he listened. Nothing.

He sat back on the floor, staring at Chris. Couldn't believe it.

'Christ, not again,' he said.

*** 

Barney ate his dinner. Once again he was practising a good deal of denial in order to be able to eat, as it was the last thing that he felt like doing. But he was temporarily trying to forget the previous three days, to relax before he had to face the awfulness of what was to come.

He had read somewhere once that the best way to rest the mind was to think of some idyllic and peaceful setting, to concentrate on it, imagine that you were there, smelling the aromas, hearing the sounds. So, as he sat at the dinner table, Agnes's tinned beef stroganoff – beef, by God! – flitting quietly between plate, fork and mouth, he imagined himself to be at the foot of Ben Ime, where the forest track comes to an end beside the small dam with the beautiful clear pool of water behind it.

The sun was shining, there was a crispness in the air, the snow still covered the top half of the hills. He was sitting back after a hard day's walking, a cup of tea in one hand, a roast beef sandwich in the other. All of a sudden a small grey rabbit, its nose snuffling, overcame its fear and emerged from its hiding place in a nearby bush. It stood on its hind legs and sniffed the air, attempting to fathom what it was that Barney was eating. 'Ah, roast beef sandwich,' it said to itself. 'I like a bit of cow.'

Barney looked away from the rabbit and back up the hill. The last section was steep and tricky in the snow but hardly treacherous. He could still see the footprints he'd left, stretching back up the mountain. He sighed a contented sigh and turned to the rabbit. 'Would you like some sandwich?' he said, and the rabbit nodded its head, its nose twitching in anticipation. Barney tossed the remains of his sandwich high into the air towards the rabbit, a few inches above its head. It leapt majestically up to grab the bread and seemed to pause in mid-air while it plucked the flying sandwich out of the sky. It could not keep its balance however, and fell backwards, landing flush on its back, impaling itself on a broken beer bottle.

Barney had killed the rabbit.

He snapped out of his idyll, jolted and unhappy, and stared once again into the abyss of real life. He had accidentally killed his two work colleagues and his mother had died leaving him a freezer full of butchered corpses. Maybe he'd be able to keep his job now, but only if he could keep out of prison.

Chris's body lay dumped in the boot of his car, where he'd left it half an hour previously. Barney had no idea what to do with it. Or Wullie's body for that matter. Or any of the others. Maybe he could just mail them all to the relatives, bit by bit.

The one small piece of breathing space that he had was that Chris lived alone. It might be a while before anyone reported him missing. Perhaps it would even have to be Barney himself, when Chris didn't turn up for work the following morning.

He thrust a contemplative lump of potato into his mouth. If he was lucky, he thought with a smile, the police might think that Chris had killed Wullie and had done a runner. Not much chance of that, though. More like, they'd have him for both.

He glumly stared ahead as he speared the final potato, popped it into his mouth and contemplated his fate. And he did not even notice Agnes squealing with delight, as Jolene accidentally stabbed Billy Ray Bob Billy Bob in the throat with a pencil.

Russian Toilets

––––––––
Saturday mornings were always busy. They closed at lunchtime, there being football matches to attend, and usually had a rush of people to deal with before twelve-thirty. They were especially busy this morning because Chris hadn't shown up for work. Old man Henderson was there, and in Wullie's continued absence he had also called for their occasional Saturday girl, Samantha, which clearly went down well with all the men who came into the shop. Samantha always dressed for the occasion. Some consolation for not having either of their preferred barbers there. Few were those, however, with enough of a neck to sit it out and wait for her in particular, most preferring instead to leave it to chance, scowling disconsolately when they were called by Barney or James.
James had been disgruntled when Chris hadn't arrived and had made a few phone calls to his apartment. Had decided he wouldn't bother Chris's parents with it, not yet. But with Wullie having seemingly vanished, it was giving him an uneasy feeling. No believer in coincidence either, Old James Henderson.

He was by now exceptionally worried about his son and the family were convinced that something must have happened to him. Whatever the case, he was upset enough that morning that he hadn't felt like telling Barney that he wasn't wanted anymore; deciding to leave it until the following week. He was still trying not to contemplate the what if of Wullie not returning.

Barney was cutting hair with robotic repetition. In trying not to think about the freezer, he found he had to think about nothing at all. He cut hair as if in a dream. Consequently, he gave some strange hair cuts that morning, but such was the peculiar glint in his eye that few complained.

However, that's not to say that some of those strange haircuts were not dream tickets. Indeed one chap, as a direct result of the haircut he received from Barney, pulled a sensational woman that night. A babe, if ever there was one in Glasgow. And it just so happened, that two weeks later she murdered him in cold blood. So it could be said that Barney was responsible for another murder, but that might have been unfair.

All morning, however, something niggled at his mind. Something which he'd thought about the night before. Whatever it was, it had been a good thought. A useful one. He couldn't remember it, but he was aware that it'd been helpful; but every time it was almost there, something snapped and it was gone.

The morning dragged on, haircut after haircut, a busy and endless stream, and fortunately a long line of people who were not interested in conversation. He'd had to briefly concentrate when one chap asked him for a Brad Pitt-Vampire, but that hadn't proved as difficult as he'd thought it might. After that, things had pretty much been plain sailing. There was one customer who was used to seeing Wullie, and who had wanted to talk about football. He'd asked Barney what he thought about Rangers' game against St Mirren in the Cup, but Barney had only looked at the Premier League table; had never even heard of St. Mirren. The bloke realised quickly that he wouldn't be getting anywhere and fell into silence.

Finally the long morning drew to a close. The Closed sign had been posted on the door and each of the barbers was left working on their final job. As the hour had approached, Barney's stomach had begun to churn. Realised that something was going to have to be done with this great weight of dead bodies. He could no longer afford to simply not think about it.

Unfortunately, for his last job he got what all barber's hate to get when it is not looked for. A talker. A man with no particular favourite amongst the barbers and whose hair Barney regularly cut. Something in computers as far as he was aware. At least with this chap he hardly had to say anything. His concentration drifted in and out, catching the odd word or sentence. He'd started off on football, which Barney had completely ignored, then had moved onto the weather, and now, as Barney delicately negotiated the ears, he was onto the subject of toilets.

'And Russian toilets! Let me tell you about Russian toilets.' He stopped, caught Barney's eye in the mirror. 'You ever been to Russia, Barney?'

The question sank in only a second or two behind schedule. Barney shook his head, mumbled a negative.

'You wouldn't believe it. Me and Wendy went there last year. I'm like that, you think the toilets in Buchanan Street are bad? The smell in these gaffes hits you from about twenty yards, and then you go down the stairs to them and there's just shite everywhere. The floors are covered with it. Then there's these stalls with just a small swing door, with a hole in the ground. There's pish and shite everywhere, and there's no bog paper. And there's always some huge fat Slavic bird sitting there, and you've got to pay her for the privilege of wading through gallons of weapons-grade excrement!' Paused for breath. Barney nodded at what he presumed was an appropriate moment. 'And the toilets on the trains! Unbelievable. There's no bog paper, of course, there's pish everywhere, they're minging, and you get pubic hair in the soap because these people have never seen soap before, so they have a bath in the sink. Bloody awful country. And I'll tell you another thing,' he said, 'it's the same wherever you go, the minute you cross the channel. These people just have no conception. The French, the Belgians. They're all the same. Maybe the Germans are all right, but they've got plenty of other deficiencies to make up for it. And the further south you go, the worse they get...'

Barney switched off, left him to it. The annoying nag at the back of his mind was right there, right on the cusp, waiting to be plucked out of the air; then it was gone and he'd lost it again.

He vaguely turned his attention back to the inane ramblings of his last victim of the day, who had made another quantum leap of subject matter.

'...and then he downloaded the whole bloody lot. So you know what he did then?'

Downloaded? He wasn't still talking about toilets, was he, thought Barney. He shook his head and feigned interest, as he applied the finishing snips to the back of his hair.

'Well, I must admit, I wouldn't have thought of this myself. You see, there was a guy called Johnson who left last week. Bit of a muppet, no one's ever going to see him again. So Ernie works out what the guy's password was, don't ask me how, gets into his computer and fixes it so it looks like it was Johnson who cocked it up. Brilliant! So when the Big Man finds out about it, which he did yesterday afternoon, he doesn't suspect a thing. Just assumes that it was Johnson all along. Ernie gets off scot-free, and Johnson's name is mud. But he doesn't care 'cause he's buggered off and is living in Switzerland or some shit like that. Amazing,' he said, laughing quietly to himself. 'Switzerland! Now there's a place where you'll get a decent toilet, if I'm not mistaken. Mind you, try flushing it after five in the evening and you'll get arrested. Think about that.'

Barney nodded, then with a swish of the comb and a pat or two of the top of the head to ease the hair into its final, respectable shape, he was done.

He had only been half listening to him, but there was something in what he'd said that had brought the irritating nag back to his mind. What was it for God's sake?

He removed the towel, then the cape, and stepped back. The man rose, brushed his hands over the shoulders of his jumper, then searched his pockets for the cash. The money and tip safely thrust into Barney's hand, he put on his jacket and headed out into the Saturday afternoon rain, cheerful goodbyes all round.

Barney slumped down into his seat. Thinking. God, what was it? It had to be so simple.

And then, like a pebble falling from someone's hand and splashing easily into the water, it came to him. Simple indeed, so very, very, simple. Like taking candy off a wean, or sticking the ball into an open net, thought Barney the neo-football fan.

He shot up out of his chair, quickly clearing up the remains of the day, and soon he was on the verge of leaving the shop. Turned to James. He had to know how much time he had.

'You want me to go round and see if Chris is in, James?'

James hesitated. It had been a long morning for him. His hands were tired, he was scared. 'It's all right, son, leave it to me. I'll give his parents a call when I get in, see if they know anything. We'll give the polis a call later, maybe. See what his folks think. Jings, but I've got a bad feeling about this.'

'I'm sure he's all right,' said Barney. James had no answer.

Barney nodded, said his farewells, and walked out into the cold of early afternoon. He wasn't going to have too long, so he had to get on with it.

Quick pace, steady hand, glint in his eye. Gary Cooper.

The Obvious Freezer

––––––––
The phone rang; Holdall snapped out of a deep sleep. His eyes opened and he was looking at horse racing on the television. Couldn't immediately tell how long he'd been out of it. There had been a horse race on when he'd drifted off in the first place, but there'd probably been another ten in between. Bloody horse racing, he thought, the bane of Saturday afternoon sports programming.
Looked at the clock as he struggled out of his seat. Half past three. Stoatir. There would at least be football commentary on the radio – he wouldn't have to suffer this damned horse shit any more. He could fall asleep in front of the radio instead.

'All right, all right, I'm coming,' he grumbled to the insistent ring of the phone. This bloody well better not be work, he thought. Lifted the receiver, knowing as he did so that it was bound to be work.

'Hello?'

'Afternoon, sir.'

Buggerty-shit-farts. Bloody Scottish Cup on the radio as well. This had better be good.

'Stuart, hello.'

'Sir.'

'Now, what could be so important that it requires you to rouse me from an afternoon of quiet slumber in front of the TV?'

His voice was level but he was daring MacPherson to make it interesting. Too often, he always thought, some idiot thought that every time there was a crime committed, the obvious thing to do was to call a policeman who was off duty, as if, by definition, being on duty rendered you totally ineffective.

'I thought you might like to know, sir. We've had another report of a missing person.'

Bloody hell, he thought. Bloody hell. Another pointless teenager runs away from his parents because he thinks it'll be cool to hang out in London and sleep in a bin liner. For God's sake!

'Bloody hell, Stuart, it's the Scottish Cup this afternoon. What are you thinking? Tell me something I might be interested in.'

MacPherson was well used to his Chief Inspector's outbursts. Quite enjoyed them sometimes; had been known to incite him.

'Well, you might like to know that the Rangers are getting beat one-nil, sir, but the main thing...'

'What? By bloody St. Mirren?'

'But the main thing, sir, is the person who's disappeared.'

Holdall slumped further down into his seat. He didn't like the sound of this. Getting beaten by St. Mirren. What next? It was bad enough losing to Mickey Mouse sides in Europe every year, they didn't need to be losing to Mickey Mouse sides in the Cup as well.

'All right, Stuart. Who is it? The Rangers forward line, by any chance? They certainly appear to be missing.'

'No, sir, I think they're all present and correct.'

'Present at any rate.'

'Aye, well you know they're a load of pish, so I don't know why you should be surprised.'

'Stuart...'

'It's another of they barbers. The ones we talked to on Thursday. The younger one, Porter, hasn't been heard from since yesterday. His parents called up to report it half an hour ago, and the local boys passed it on. Thought we might be interested.'

Holdall was suddenly awake. 'We certainly bloody are, Sergeant. Hold the fort, and I'll be there shortly.'

And with a few more bloody hells muttered under his breath, he readied himself to go out.

*** 

Holdall and MacPherson sat in their car in the midst of a splendid traffic jam in the centre of town. They had visited old man Henderson and now were on their way to see Barney Thomson. The radio played quietly as they sat, while MacPherson continually annoyed Holdall by attempting to discuss the case. Not until he had heard that Rangers had moved into the lead, was he able to relax and give him any kind of attention.

'That's better. Two-one,' he said, pointing at the radio. 'Still can't believe they don't have commentary of the game, though. Who the hell is interested in Aber-bloody-deen. Even people in Aberdeen don't give a shit about them. Average crowd, two and a half.' Drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, looked with irritation up the line of traffic. 'So, what was that you were saying, Sergeant?'

MacPherson had been looking at some notes in his book. There was nothing which he couldn't remember, but he liked to be sure.

'Well, there's an obvious link here. On both days, at the end of the day, the two missing men were alone with this Barney Thomson. That two barbers should find themselves alone together at the end of the day appears to be a rare thing. And yet, after these two occasions, the men go missing.'

Holdall looked at the couple in the BMW in front of them. Angry words were being exchanged; was delighted he couldn't hear them. Everyone's got a story.

'You think Barney Thomson is a killer, Sergeant? Did he strike you as such?'

'He was nervous, certainly.'

'The way you talked to him, I was nervous.'

'I just questioned him like that because I sensed something. He wasn't sure about what he was saying. I think he might've been lying.'

Holdall nodded and shifted into first gear so that he could crawl forward another few yards. The rate they were going, if Barney Thomson was going to try and run from them, he could be in the Bahamas by the time they got to his house. The woman in the car in front lifted a fist at her husband; a child in the rear seat raised his ugly head.

'A bit stupid though, surely, if you want to kill your two work colleagues, to do them both inside three days.'

MacPherson shrugged. 'I don't know, sir. Maybe he kills the first one out of malice, and then this Chris Porter finds out, and he kills him to keep him quiet. Who knows?'

Holdall shook his head. 'No, no, I don't think so, somehow. Not this man. He just looked like a quiet, boring middle-aged fart to me. The sort of guy who picks spiders up and puts them out the door, instead of squashing them to bugger like the rest of us. No, I don't think Barney Thomson's a killer. And certainly not our killer, this bastard that's been taking the piss. No way.'

MacPherson rubbed his chin. Not convinced, but beginning to see another possibility. Even more far-fetched, perhaps, but you had to cover the bases in this job.

'What if we're completely on the wrong track, and someone is after all three barbers in the shop. It could be that rather than Thomson being our killer, he's the next victim.'

'You mean, a sort of mass revenge from someone who's had a stinker of a haircut, or something like that?' He laughed at the thought. 'That's a fucking bad haircut, by the way. I like the sound of that. Still, I think we're getting a bit ahead of ourselves, Stuart. We're not even sure that these men are dead yet, never mind that they've been murdered. Their disappearances could be entirely coincidental, and entirely innocent. Although, I have to admit, I don't think Henderson'll be coming back. Not now.'

Suddenly a gap opened up ahead, a clear lane of traffic appeared. It was lined with plastic cones, but whatever road works were due to take place over the next three years, they had not yet started. Seeing his opportunity, Holdall went for the space and the free lane; passing by the attempted murder of the man in the BMW; wife's hands at his throat, while child giggled.

Holdall was in a plain car, and he considered putting his light on top to let the people past whom he was driving, know that he was on police business. Then he thought, bugger it. If they didn't like it, they could clear off. And if it incited a whole bunch of others to do the same, well, it'd be someone else's problem.

'So, how do we treat Thomson when we talk to him, sir?' said MacPherson. Knew how he'd like to treat him.

'Oh, I don't know, Sergeant. I think maybe you should treat him much the same way that you did the last time. Let's see how he handles it. You never know. You might be right.'

'Very good, sir.'

MacPherson smiled, wondered if he'd be able to get away with using a truncheon.

*** 

Barney stood in the middle of the kitchen in Chris's flat, wondering what he was going to do next. It was a good plan. Deposit all the bodies around Chris's place, except the body of Chris himself. Make it look as if he was the killer and had fled the city. Simple, genius; jejune even. All great plans have their logistical problems, however.

Plastic bags containing the bodies of seven people lay in his car out on the street. Individually wrapped, a mass of limbs, organs and general viscera sat waiting to be disposed of. Fortunately it was cold and damp, the winter chill still lingering in the air. They were not about to begin to defrost. Still, he had to get rid of them quickly, and as he surveyed Chris's freezer, he realised he was in trouble. It currently contained two packets of boil-in-the-bag chicken supreme, half a bag of chips, an insubstantial carton of ice cream and three fish fingers. And it was full. Whatever else he could do with the frozen meat, he wasn't going to be able to put it into this freezer. Part 1 of his plan was down the toilet.

What had he been expecting? Rubbed his forehead; tried to get his brain to function properly. Of course Chris didn't have as big a freezer as his mother. Who the hell had, for goodness sake? Nobody had freezers that big. Nobody. Not even frozen food shops.

Frozen food shops! He could casually walk around them, depositing bits of meat into their freezers as he went.

Don't be an idiot Barney. That would hardly incriminate Chris. And anyway, it'd take forever. No, he was going to have to do something here. He couldn't just leave them all in the bags, because it'd be obvious they'd been sitting in a freezer somewhere else. It must be two months since that first one died; murdered by Barney's own mother. If he hadn't been in a freezer all that time, he would be fairly pungent by now. Were corpses still he, or were they it? Wondered.

He could cook them. That was a thought. Maybe if they were cooked they wouldn't smell so bad.

He pulled a chair out from under the kitchen table, slumped down into it. That wasn't going to work either. Even if they had been cooked, these people were still going to be off after this long. And there was no way that he had the time to cook God knows how many pieces of meat. The police would be called shortly, if they hadn't been already, and then they would very probably come around here.

And then there was still going to be Chris's body to take care of. That was bad enough, never mind all this extra baggage that had been dumped on him by his mother.

He buried his head in his hands, trying to think of a way out of the hole. Knew he just didn't have the imagination for it. Barney Thomson, barber, he was; not Barney Thomson, screenwriter.

*** 

Agnes Thomson opened the door, a look of annoyance on her face. Coralie and Cordelia were about to be sucked into a lesbian lovefest by Cassandra, who was only doing it to wreak revenge upon Cosmo and Clovis. It was the steamiest thing to happen on Aardvark Road for years, and she had known for months that it was coming. The videotape was running, but she was annoyed all the same.

The expression on her face changed when she saw the two men, heavily coated and serious. There was one in his forties, the other maybe ten years younger, and whatever they were doing, they didn't look happy about it.

'Mrs. Thomson?'

She nodded slowly, not sure what the actions of her tongue might be if she attempted to speak.

The younger man held out his identification card. 'Detective Sergeant MacPherson, ma'm, this is Detective Chief Inspector Holdall. Is your husband at home?'

The look on her face changed again. Folded her arms across her chest. 'No, he's not. What's he been up to now?'

'As far as we're aware, he's not been up to anything. We'd just like a word with him. May we come in?'

Her expression told the story – why should they? – but she held the door open, beckoning them inside. There would be no cups of tea offered, however.

They followed her into the sitting room and sat down. She only partially turned down the sound on the television, but then, noticing that they appeared to be interested in what was going on – it seemed that Candice and Clarabel were being drawn into the whole sordid business by Coralie, who had never really loved Clint – switched it off altogether. She could watch it later in peace.

'Could you tell us where your husband might be, Mrs Thomson?' asked MacPherson, suppressing his disappointment, hoping Mrs MacPherson was taping the same program.

'Aye, I could tell you where he is. What's all this about, anyway?'

'Oh, it's nothing to worry about, Mrs Thomson. Just a routine enquiry. It appears that a Mr Chris Porter, who works with your husband, has gone missing.'

'No, no, you dunderheid.' Already on the point of reaching for the TV control, if this was all it amounted to. 'It's not Chris that's missing. It's Wullie, the other yin. And Barney spoke to a couple of you muppets two days ago. Says they were a right couple of old farts, whoever they were. So, get away with yourselves and don't bother me on a Saturday afternoon.'

MacPherson shook his head, deciding not to indulge in police brutality. 'No, Mrs Thomson, you don't understand...'

'Don't tell me I don't understand, you great lummox.'

'Mr Porter has now gone missing as well. They're both missing.'

Her high dudgeon vanished, she stared at them a little more warily. What were they after then? Better watch what she was saying.

'We'd just like to speak to your husband about when he last saw Mr Porter, that's all.'

'Why? D'you think he's got something to do with it?'

'Nothing like that. We'd just like to talk to him. You said you could tell us where he is?'

She thought about it. Barney had called earlier saying that he wouldn't be home because he was going to watch a game of football. It hadn't struck her as odd, because she hadn't bothered thinking about it. But now? Barney hated football, so what on earth was he doing? Unless, of course, he was lying. In which case, what on earth was he trying to cover up? Oh God, she thought, what's the stupid muppet been up to?

'Aye, he's away to the football.'

'Oh, aye?' said Holdall, speaking up for the first time. 'What team does he support?'

She thought about this for a second, trying to remember if she knew the names of any football teams, but none in particular came to mind. Shook her head, mumbled something incoherent. Holdall shrugged, stared at the floor, his interest once again extinguished.

'So you can't tell us when he'll be returning to the house?' said MacPherson.

She bit her fingernails. 'No, he didn't say. But I'll be making his dinner, so he better come home or I'll skelp his arse for him, so I will.' A thought came to her; an infrequent occurrence in itself. 'You don't think that if something's happened to the other two, that it might happen to him 'n all, do you?' Was he insured?

MacPherson stood up to go. Holdall, who was no longer paying any attention, absent-mindedly followed him.

'I think it's a bit too early for that kind of assumption, Mrs Thomson. We'd just like to speak to him at the moment. So, if you could get him to give us a call as soon as he gets back, thanks very much. I'll give you a note of the number.'

'Aye, fine. Whatever.'

MacPherson handed over a piece of paper, then he and Holdall made their way to the door. Before it was even closed behind them, they could hear Cruella and Candida arguing about Crevice's relationship with Collage.

They walked down the stairs to the car, Holdall with ill-concealed lethargy. He was fed up trailing round all these sad people. Perhaps there was some sordid story to be revealed in this awful barber's shop; maybe there were foul deeds going on between these men; but it wasn't what they were supposed to be investigating. They had a serial killer to find, and that was all he was interested in. Finding this bloody murderer, sticking him in Robertson's face, and then telling the stupid police what they could do with their stupid job.

'What now, sir?' said MacPherson as they reached the car. Looked around at the bleak row of tenements, damp and dreich in the rain.

'I suppose, Sergeant, that we should go and see if we can take a look at the flat of this Porter fellow. All might be revealed. You never bloody know, do you?'

'You didn't have any plans with Mrs Holdall this afternoon, then sir?' he asked, as they slumped into the car to escape the cold and deepening gloom.

'Knowing my interest in football, Sergeant, Mrs Holdall moves house every Saturday and takes up residence in Marks and Spencers for six hours. I expect I'll see her around seven o'clock this evening, heavily laden with goods, but light of cheque book.'

'Ah. Just like Mrs MacPherson.'

The Set-Up Comedian

––––––––
Barney stared at his handiwork, considering all that he'd done in the previous couple of hours. The freezer compartment in the fridge was tightly packed with one small body part, suitably labelled, from each of the deceased. It wasn't much, but it was all he could squeeze in, and it linked Chris with every one of the murder victims.
To add some grotesque effect, he had left some of Wullie stewing in a pot, to make it look as if Chris had been in the habit of cooking his victims and had fled the city even as the last one boiled. After partially cooking the body parts, he had replaced the water with cold to ensure that no one would come across still hot water in the kitchen. It had been mildly disgusting when he'd removed the hand and the melange of viscera from their plastic bags, but a couple of hours of transferring body parts from the freezer to his car had toughened his stomach beyond reason.

Still he was left with seven bodies to dispose of, and quickly too, before they began to stink his car out; before Agnes noticed that the rear seat was piled high with black plastic bags. He would have to sneak out that night on this gruesome errand, but first he had work to finish in Chris's flat, making it look like he had made a hasty exit. Clothes left lying around, a bag half-packed but left behind, another bag and some clothes gone. Someone might know that they were missing. Thought of leaving a meal half eaten on the table, but that would have been unnecessarily dramatic. And time consuming. Perhaps he had another couple of hours to spare; perhaps he didn't.

On his way to the flat, he had gone into Central Station and purchased a one way ticket to London using Chris's credit card. He was unsure of how quickly the police could check up on that kind of thing, but it would be an effective red herring if they did. Rather pleased with himself for having thought of it.

He walked around the house, doing what he thought was necessary to make it appear that Chris was in flight. Found a set of three travel bags of different sizes, perfect for his requirements. Removed the middle one, hoping that it would be noticed, while he half packed the bigger one with a random selection of clothes. The bed had been made, so he ruffled the sheets, lay down in it for a while to give it the correct appearance.

After twenty minutes of stalking around the flat, deciding what else he could do to precipitate the belief that Chris was a killer in flight, he was done. Gathered up the bag with whatever articles from the flat he decided should be removed and prepared to leave.

A good afternoon's work was complete.

*** 

Holdall parked his car outside the tenement block where Chris had his flat. In front was a car with black plastic bags piled high in the back seat. Stared at it for a second or two, mildly curious, then let the thought pass.

They got out of the car and stood on the pavement in the lightly falling drizzle, looking up at the third floor. It was a typical West End block; huge rooms, large bay windows looking out onto the street, not far from the university. The lights were out in the flat, as Barney had toiled on in the ever deepening gloom, frightened to illuminate the windows.

'Nice block,' said Holdall. 'How the hell can a sodding barber afford to live here? Tell me that, Sergeant.'

'Lucrative business, barbery, I suppose. There's always some bampot wanting their hair cut. Big tippers in this area too, I expect.'

'While we toil away doing the Queen's bidding, working with the scum and filth of the world, and we get paid a bloody pittance. Bastards.'

'The Queen's bidding?'

'You know what I mean, Sergeant. I was being poetic. You've got those keys?'

'Aye, sir. Should do the trick.'

The door into the close was locked. MacPherson produced a huge bundle of keys from his pocket, started working his way through them. No point in letting any caretaker know the police were here, if they didn't have to. There would be time enough for all those obstructive bastards to get in their way. He was really hoping that they wouldn't be able to get into the flat itself, because that'd give them an excuse to kick the door down. Hadn't had to kick down a door for a couple of years now. One of the staples of a policeman's diet.

At the fourth attempt the door clicked open and the two men trudged into the dreary close, the door slamming shut behind them.

Upstairs, Barney heard the faint rumour of the door closing and jumped. Thought about it for a second, realised he had no reason to worry. There were plenty more people in these flats to be using the door, there was no reason why anyone should be coming here. Very likely the police hadn't even been called yet. And it wasn't as if Chris was going to be coming back.

He quickly looked around the dark of the room, the lights from outside sending strange shadows scuttling into the corners. A shiver drifted lazily up and down his back at the thought. Had seen enough horror films in his time to not even need to use his imagination.

Dismissed the thought, pulled himself together. It wasn't going to be Chris coming up the stairs, or anyone else coming here for that matter. Still, he'd better get a move on.

Everything was done that he could think to do, the bag waited ready at the door. He just had to hope that he'd done enough to incriminate Chris, without making it look like the set-up job that it was. All that remained was to dispose of seven bodies. Piece of cake. Wondered if they ever had to do that on any of his mother's game shows. Lose That Corpse!

Presumed he'd have to face the police another few times. If his nerve held, and the police were as stupid as everyone thought they were, he might get away with it. Piece of cake.

The doorbell rang.

Barney lost momentary control of his bowel and bladder functions, only managed to get them together after the initial damage had been done. Heart started thumping extravagantly – would it ever stop? – his head span into a frantic muddle.

God, there was someone at the door. Who the hell was it going to be? A friend of Chris's? Chris's ghost? His parents? The police? A host of seven dead bodies re-assembled to take their revenge?

Pull yourself together, for God's sake, Barney! Ghosts didn't ring the doorbell. The police? Would the police ring the doorbell? Probably not. Those bloody thugs would just barge the door down. It must be friends of his, someone like that.

A key! They might have a key! You can't just stand here like a lettuce, Barney. Hide!

He quickly dashed through the flat, trying not to make any noise with his footfalls, anxiously looking in every door to see if there was any cupboard space. Found it behind a door in the hall, next to the bedroom. There were shelves inside, with sheets and blankets, but there was enough space at the bottom to crouch down and pull the door shut.

He held his breath and waited, trying to think if he had left anything of his own lying around.

His heart jumped again as the doorbell rang once more, and then keys were pushed into the lock. Whoever it was seemed to be having some trouble because they couldn't open the door immediately. Funny if it was someone trying to break in, he thought. Even funnier if they then tripped over the bag he'd left just behind the door. Too bad he couldn't see it.

Shit! The bag. The bloody bag. He'd left it lying in the hall. He had to get it.

Closed his eyes and tried to think. Dare he go out? Every few seconds a key was inserted in the lock and then withdrawn. Whoever it was, they didn't have the actual door key; must be trying a bunch of skeleton keys. What did that mean? Think man!

The police! The police maybe. If that was who it was, then he had to get the bag. He had to risk it.

He waited until the latest key had been tried and failed, gently opening the door and poking his head round. The bag sat in the middle of the darkened hallway, about three or four yards away. One more attempt with the key, he thought, and hope they didn't get in.

The key fumbled in the lock and then was withdrawn. In the silence he heard someone curse at the door. Couldn't wait any longer. He got up out of the cupboard and dashed the few yards to the bag. As his hand fell on the handle, another key was inserted in the lock. There was a deafening, damning click, and if his pants hadn't quite been laid waste from the previous occasion, they were now. The door was pushed open, and he heard a 'thank God for that'. He dived back to the cupboard, the brief second that it took for the key to be removed from the door giving him just enough time to get back into hiding.

Gently he closed the door of the cupboard, just as the first man poked his face around the door.

MacPherson flicked the light switch and they looked around. It was a large entrance hall, several doors leading off. The walls were hung with various framed movie posters – Brazil, Pulp Fiction, Casablanca – and Holdall grunted as he looked upon a flat which was clearly going to be a lot nicer than his own house.

He wandered off to the front of the flat, where he presumed would lie the sitting room and possibly the main bedroom. Walked through the door, hit the switch. He was indeed in the sitting room. Cursed under his breath at the decoration and furniture. The three piece suite looked just like the kind of one which he would never be able to afford. Wishing to make himself feel worse about it, he slumped down into one of the seats to see how comfortable they were.

Unbelievably bloody comfortable, he reflected as he looked around him. There was a huge television, two video recorders, (if the bastard ever turned up, he thought, we can probably get him for pirating), a music system the size of a small African republic, and a computer which had clearly been rescued from a space ship. Cursed, rolled his eyes.

'This bastard has got to be up to something more than cutting other bastards' hair.'

Stood up, walked out of the room and through to the one next door. The bedroom was equally huge, similarly extravagantly furnished, dominated by an enormous bed, the sheets ruffled and unmade. Above the bed, clinging to the ceiling, was a mirror covering the entire size of the bed. Holdall let out a low whistle; despite himself felt some admiration for Chris Porter. The guy had no class, but at least he had no class with style.

He stepped out of the bedroom, turned to the door next to it. Probably a cupboard which was going to be bigger than his house, he thought, as he put his fingers on the handle.

Inside Barney was tensed, waiting for the moment. Felt as much as heard the hand touching the door above, prepared to dash out. Guessed that if he hit the man in the face with the bag, just as he opened the door, he might be able to get past him and out of the front door before he could do anything about it. Had no idea what he would do when he got downstairs, because he couldn't afford to let them see him driving off in his car. He could worry about that when he got down there, however.

The door started to swing open. He tensed his legs, holding the bag up, ready to pounce. Cold palms, head thumping, nerves raw and bloodied. Last second decision; don't wait for the door to be fully opened – crash out, hitting the guy with it. Started his leap...

'Sir!' MacPherson called from the kitchen, 'I think you should take a look at this.'

Holdall held the door half open; Barney managed to stop himself hitting off it by less than a centimetre. Rested back on his haunches, chest heaving. The door was closed over in front of him. Not closed shut, however. It was left marginally ajar, so that he could hear the conversation that went on the short way down the hall.

Holdall trudged resignedly to the kitchen. He really didn't want to see it, because he presumed it was going to be one of those huge white kitchens that people have in adverts for floor cleaner, but that no one has in real life.

He was pleasantly surprised. It was tiny. Smaller than his kitchen by a long way. Small enough, indeed, to win small kitchen competitions. The thought would have struck him that a single bloke would probably be more interested in pulling women than in having a huge kitchen – if it wasn't for something else which grabbed his attention.

MacPherson was standing in the middle of the room holding up someone's left hand with an exceptionally large pair of tweezers.

The Pregnant Escape

––––––––
Barney held his breath. They were not supposed to have found anything this quickly, whoever they were. His mind and body were disintegrating into a tangled mass of frayed nerves and gelatinous visceral substructure. This was awful; bloody awful. Wished he had turned himself in right at the beginning, as he listened to the voices from without.
'Well, bugger me with a pitchfork. And I thought they'd banned beef on the bone. Who d'you think that belongs to, Sergeant?'

'No idea, Sir. It's male, certainly, but further than that I'd only be guessing.'

'Anything else in that pot?'

'Meat of some kind, sir. Who knows? Half cooked, too, but I wouldn't like to guess which part of the body it might be. Could be a bit of beef for all we know. I'm no pathologist.'

'Me neither. Looks like we've got a few phone calls to make.'

The voices continued, Barney stopped listening. He had recognised them; the same two policemen who'd been in the shop two days earlier. And they had found the hand a hell of a lot quicker than he had wanted them to. The place would be crawling with police within minutes, turning it upside down. He had to get out.

He slowly pushed the door further out, so that he could glance down the hall. The voices were clearer, but he was obscured from view of the action by a corner wall in the hall, between the kitchen and the front door.

He was just going to have to make a dash for it and hope for the best. He tentatively put his foot out of the door, and then, crouching, the rest of his body. Clammy hands, trembling with fear. If he was to escape it would have to be in the next few seconds or not at all.

He was into the hall and moving noiselessly and quickly to the door. He was at his most vulnerable, caught between hiding place and exit, should one of the police walk back out into the hall. And as he put his hand on the door handle and began its silent downward sweep, the conversation in the kitchen stopped. He heard footsteps coming towards him.

He froze. Still like ice. At least, you know, ice that's not thawing or anything. A voice screamed at him to run, but he knew it was too late. They would see the door closing as they came into the hall, there would be a brief chase and then he would be caught. That was all there was going to be.

And so, silently, finally, the flight and fear died within him and he stood waiting upon his fate; waiting upon his executioner.

The legs and then body of Holdall appeared at the corner, Barney released his breath, letting all hope fall from him. And then, as Holdall turned the corner and stood not three yards away from him, MacPherson called out again, having discovered the freezer, and Holdall turned his head away from the hall and Barney, before he had set eyes upon him.

So bereft of hope had he been, that Barney did not immediately dive out of the door. He remained frozen, before finally the impulse to move came to him, and slowly he opened the door, stepped out and closed it quietly behind him. His body disintegrated even further with relief. Stayed calm, because he was shattered of all emotion and anxiety.

He did not rush thereafter. The police were unlikely to turn up in droves in the next half minute and he didn't think he'd be followed down the stairs. So, with strange conviction, he walked quietly down the stairs, bag in hand, and out onto the street to his car.

As he started the engine he thought perhaps someone looked out of a window at him, but he didn't look back. Never look back. That was the way he would live his life from now on. And so he drove off down the road and disappeared into the gloom and dark of late afternoon.

*** 

The drive home was short and it wasn't until he was about to park his car that he thought to turn on the radio for the football results. He was going to have to tell anyone who asked that he'd been at a game, and it would be a good idea to know the score.

He had to listen for ten minutes before finally they gave a score from a match which he recognised as being in Glasgow. Partick Thistle versus Aberdeen. He wasn't sure exactly where Partick Thistle's ground was, but it seemed a fair bet that it'd be in Partick somewhere. Lived in Partick all his life, had never seen it; how small could a football ground be?

There was parking attached to the flats in which he lived, but he had a lock-up for the car about two minute's walk away. Was glad of it now, as he could get the heaps of plastic bags out of sight. A short walk back to the flat, was reminded that he needed to change his underwear. Too exhausted and relieved to be embarrassed.

He headed straight for the bedroom. It was hardly likely that Agnes would be interested in his arrival anyway. A quick wash and a clean pair of trousers later, he walked into the sitting room. Found her watching the television; the table set, awaiting dinner.

'It's in the oven,' she said to him, not bothering with an hello, or to look over her shoulder. Flange and Fleurelise were trying to fit Gossamer's body into the back of a Mini, after he'd been stabbed by Luge for having an affair with Peppermint. Barney grunted, realising with some surprise, as he went into the kitchen, that he was very hungry. All that handling chopped meat, he reflected.

The usual unappetising fare greeted him, but twenty-five years of it had quite lain waste to his taste buds. He was happy to eat anything. As always, he forgot to put on oven gloves and burned his fingers on the plate. Eventually he proved equal to the challenge and retrieved his dinner.

He lost himself in thought, as he plunged into his meal. What was he going to do with the eight hundred pounds or so of dead meat? Maybe he should just have left it in his mother's freezer, and then brought it home bit by bit for Agnes to cook. By the time she'd finished with it, it would have been quite unrecognisable. Still, don't be daft, Barney. You were never able to stomach Wullie alive, he thought, and he smiled grimly. And it didn't strike him how easily the grotesque had become acceptable.

Then, somewhere between a chip and a mouthful of savoury pancake, he realised that while he had to take care of what he did with Chris's body, he could dispose of the others as he pleased. Jings, I should have thought of that earlier, he thought, stabbing another chip with a little more venom. So what if they found the other bodies? It made no difference. It was only Chris's body which would have to remain concealed for all time.

Agnes's sweet voice dragged him from his deliberations.

'Here you! I had the polis looking for you this afternoon.'

Bloody hell.

'The polis?'

'Aye, the polis. They said that Chris was missing. Did you know that?'

He stared at her, wondering if the visit had been merely routine.

'What did they say? What did they want with me?'

'Well, I don't know, do I? They probably just want to ask you the same kind of thing they asked you the other day. Right strange though, isn't it, Wullie disappearing and now Chris? You don't think something's going to happen to you, do you?'

He slowly shook his head, stared into space. So, the police had already been round, even before they'd visited Chris's flat. Thought he better remember that football score. Two-one to Aberdeen. Don't forget it.

'They left a number they said you had to call when you got in. I left it by the ph...Here, what's going on?'

She turned back to the television. Dexter had just stabbed Deuteronomy because it appeared that it was Pleasure who'd drowned Patience and not Leviticus as everyone had thought.

Barney looked at the phone with dread, but something lightened his heart. It was unlikely that those two would come flying round to him, having just found what they'd found. There would be no immediate reason to suspect him, after discovering the cooking pot in Chris's kitchen, and they might leave him alone for a while. They'd be back, but he had probably given himself some breathing space.

Whatever else he did though, he would have to report in or else arouse suspicion. He happily speared three chips and popped them into his mouth. He wasn't home and dry yet, but things could definitely be worse. Much worse.

Waste Disposal

––––––––
The sweat poured down Barney's face, mixing with the light drizzle. His clothes and his skin were soaking. Barber Drowns In Own Body Fluids. He hadn't had this much physical exercise since he was twelve, and his body wasn't coping well. He was having to stop every half minute or so and it was taking him a long time to get where he wanted to go. Wasn't that just the mirror of life? He took another look at his watch – already nearly four o'clock. He had to get a move on.
He straightened his back once again and put his shoulders into the task, sinking the oars deep into the water and dragging the boat forward as fast as he could. The weight at the back of the small rowing boat, however, was dragging it down, and it would have taken a much fitter man than Barney to manoeuvre it with any speed out into the centre of the loch. He cursed himself for not bringing gloves, as his hands were numb with cold and he began to feel the first tingle of pain, heralding the arrival of blisters on his fingers. Helter Skelter.

Once again he had to stop after no more than a few strokes. He looked over his shoulder and was surprised to see that he was nearer to the opposite shore than he'd thought. He was as close to the middle of the loch as he was able to get. Almost immediately the pain in his hands and shoulders eased and he drew the oars into the boat.

There was another impending awkward moment and not the first of the night. He had to tip the bundle at the back of the boat into the water, without capsizing or without taking himself over the edge with it.

He paused to get his strength back, looking around him. The hills were etched black against the night, the shores of the loch were visible, dim and dark through the drizzle. He could remember when his father used to bring him here for picnics when he was very young. Loch Lubnaig, a mile or two past Callander. Distant memories. Hot summers, smiling father. It wasn't as remote as he would have liked, but he hadn't had the time to go driving away up into the Highlands.

He'd waited late into the evening to see if the police would turn up at his house, and when by midnight they hadn't, he'd decided to make his move. With the final soap of the day finished, and Smoke and Dandelion safely locked up for the murder of Blanchette, a story in which even Barney had found himself interested, Agnes had trundled off to bed and Barney knew that within minutes she would be blissfully snoring and unaware of his movements.

He had headed off on the Stirling road, not entirely sure where he was going. On a whim, however, he drove through Glasgow rather than straight onto the motorway, and just before he came to Glasgow Zoo – which had given him an idea or two – he came across what he had been looking for. A dump. A bloody huge dump. And there he had deposited Wullie's body, and all the others. They would be discovered at some point, but that wasn't really important. It was the body of Chris Porter which needed to remain concealed for a long time.

And now he sat in the middle of the loch, about to dump it over the side. He had pulled off the road beside the loch, into what he'd hoped would be an area of solitude, and got to work with heavy stones and rope and enough plastic bags to wrap up a very large horse. He hadn't been sure if it would all be sufficient to keep the corpse at the bottom of the loch, but it was all that he could think of at the time. It seemed the only thing he had left to chance was in finding a rowing boat lying conveniently at the side of the water, waiting for him; and there it was, almost as if he'd had an accomplice. Divine assistance. A bona fide miracle. God was on his side. Or just maybe it was the Other Guy.

As the day had worn on, the horror of manhandling corpses had slowly faded, and by now he was almost treating them like any other pile of garbage. That initial fear that any second a finger was going to move, or Chris's entire body would suddenly sit up, had passed, and now he could just as well be about to throw away a consignment of rotting chicken.

He braced his feet against the side of the boat, the bundle between his legs. He stretched forward and slowly tried to lift it onto the edge of the boat, which he managed without too much difficulty. Now he had to transfer the weight of the package until it toppled over, while at the same time keeping his weight far enough back to stop it dragging the small boat underwater. And with almost consummate professionalism, he failed to do it. Half a minute later, Barney slid slowly into the water, arms and legs flapping. The package immediately began to descend to the depths, sucking Barney with it at first, but he soon struggled to the surface, coughing and spluttering, arms flailing; desperately hoping that whichever hand of fate had left him the rowing boat, would now throw him a lifejacket.

The boat, however, stayed upright, despite taking in large quantities of water. He managed to grab hold of the sides, slowly pulling himself together. It was only then, when he had time to think about it, that it hit him. The temperature. Barney would later reflect that there were no adjectives in the English language of sufficient adequacy to describe the coldness of the water. But he had to get out of it as quickly as possible, and in doing so almost toppled the boat over. The fates were with him however, even if they had briefly mocked him by dumping him in the water, and he managed to avoid further excitement as he returned to the boat. After that, the row back to the shore was a long and slow and hard one. And cold; very, very cold.

Half an hour after getting back to land he was driving home, completely naked, the heating up full, his clothes squeezed of water as much as he could and drying on the rear seat. Hoped desperately that he wouldn't pass a police car along the way.

Had decided to take the roundabout way back to Glasgow through the Trossachs, thinking that the roads would be even more deserted and that he would be more likely to find somewhere to get dressed before he returned to the city.

It worked well, a smooth drive home; with the exception of passing another middle-aged man in his car, who also appeared to be naked. The things you come across, Barney had thought.

And so, by just after seven o'clock on Sunday morning, he was back in bed, pyjamas safely on. He fell into an immediate and deep sleep, free of dreams and nightmares.

Minutes later Agnes awoke and mooched into the kitchen for the first soap of the day.

Where The Detectives Go

––––––––
Monday morning. The room was thick with cigarette smoke, the air heavy with the rancour of aggressive argument. It seemed as if the five policemen each had differing views on the crime, although that wasn't quite the case. The two detective sergeants had taken a back seat, such was their lot, and had let their superiors get on with the argument. Still, they had managed to express their opinions without getting dragged into the open war which was developing.
McMenemy sat at the head of the table, watching over proceedings, asking pertinent and tough questions – so he believed. Gave his men free reign to indulge their tempers. Another dictum; a station divided, is a station easily controlled.

It all seemed clear cut to Chief Inspector Brian Robertson, a fellow of infinite lack of imagination. Chris Porter was the mad Glasgow serial killer and had fled town after committing a crime which had been a little too close to home. In fact, it was out of their hands now. They knew that he'd purchased the ticket to London, and now that they'd issued the countrywide alert, what else was there that they could do? Chris Porter was their man and it was just a matter of sitting and waiting for him to show his hand. And if he never did, well it wasn't their problem. As long as he never returned to Glasgow. 'QED,' he'd said at the end of one of the explanations, although he hadn't known what it meant. Hoped he hadn't made an idiot of himself.

Chief Inspector Robert Holdall was not so easily led by the glaring evidence. The whole thing reeked of a set-up, although he was not convinced of it, and unsure of how to play his hand. Robertson was in the ascendancy in the case and he had to be careful what he was doing. Still, there were things which had to be said.

He was airing his views, enjoying the disdain with which they were being treated.

'We spoke to Barney Thomson again yesterday. All right, so I've no idea what he's got to do with it, if anything, but he panics every time we walk into the room.'

'Aw, come on,' said Robertson, waving an extravagantly dismissive hand. 'This Barney Whatshisface. You really think this bumbling moron is a serial killer? I don't care what you say about serial killers, but there has to be some spark about them, surely. Something different, something to set them apart from the rest. This guy is about as interesting as a two hour Nescafé Gold Blend advert. Get a life, Holdall.'

'What's this difference you look for in your serial killers? A chainsaw draped over the shoulder? Maybe all their clothes are made out of women's skin? Come on. How the hell are you supposed to be able to tell that someone's a serial killer just by looking at them? Bloody hell, you can't work like that.'

'So what are you saying then, Holmes? That Barney bloody Thomson is our killer? That this poor, sad bastard, with no friends and a pathetic wife, is the type of guy to chop people up into little pieces and go scuttling down to the Post Office? The guy is just a dork, and that's it. He couldn't kill Jack shit.'

Holdall laughed. God, I want to punch him in the balls, he thought.

'Jack shit? Been watching NYPD Blue again?'

McMenemy finally held up his hand, although he was loathe to do so. Loved it when his detectives got into an argument, allowing him to appear even more statesmanlike and superior.

'Calm down gentlemen, please. Now then, let's consider all the facts. Stuart, if you could just run down all the relevant details for us please, and no asides gentlemen if you would be so kind.'

MacPherson looked quickly at his notebook, while Detective Sergeant Jobson frowned, wondering why he hadn't been asked to go over the facts. He believed MacPherson to be an all right copper, but couldn't stand him all the same. Guilty by association.

MacPherson started reading in a subdued monotone. 'Chris Porter last seen on Friday night by Barney Thomson when he departed the barber's shop in Partick. Reported missing by his parents early Saturday afternoon. On entering his flat later that afternoon Chief Inspector Holdall and I discovered a small freezer full of body parts, a bit from each of the victims of our serial killer. There was also a hand and some viscera lying cooked in a pot on the hob. These, as yet, remain to be identified. Checks made with travel firms and companies yesterday showed that Mr Porter had purchased a one way train ticket to London early on Saturday afternoon. We have yet to identify who might have sold this ticket but we should be able to do that today.'

'Yes,' interjected McMenemy, 'that might tell us something.'

'There are a lot more details, sir,' said MacPherson, looking up, 'but those are the most pertinent.'

'Exactly,' said Robertson, laying his hands in an expansive gesture on the table. 'It's bloody obvious. This Porter fellow is clearly our killer, he's buggered off to London and within a week or two people in Wimbledon and Balham will be having pieces of their children turn up on their doorstep, while they're getting tucked into their cornflakes.'

McMenemy grunted, hunching his shoulders even further. It just so happened that he agreed with Robertson, but there was no way that he was going to give him any encouragement. He was about to say something challenging and spymaster-ish, which he hadn't thought of as yet, when there was a knock at the door. He grunted loudly, bellowed a command.

The door opened and a rather dishevelled middle-aged man trudged in. His clothes were old-fashioned – designer stains on the shirt collar – the watch chain dangling from the tweed waistcoat setting the whole off beautifully. He was fiddling with his horn-rimmed spectacles and looked rather embarrassed, as he always did when confronted with a room full of more than two people.

The pathologist, Jenkins, had arrived.

'Jenkins!' boomed McMenemy. 'What have you got to tell us, man? Make it quick. Don't just stand there looking like a piece of pumpkin pie, for God's sake.'

Jenkins stared at the floor, fiddled with his glasses some more, put them on and finally looked at his audience. Coughed quietly, removed his spectacles again before he spoke.

'Hm, I'm not sure how you're going to take this, gentlemen.' Paused again, put his glasses back on.

'Get on with it, man!'

Took off his glasses, let a look of worry career with abandon across his face. 'Well, what I have to tell you all seems rather strange and I know you won't want to accept it.'

'Good God, man! You're not giving us the chance. Bloody well get on with it!'

Independently, Holdall and Robertson smiled to themselves. It was always the same. Jenkins would bumble and fudge, McMenemy would bluster and shout, and eventually they would get somewhere.

'Mm, well it seems, gentlemen, that it wasn't your Mr Porter who chopped and packaged these bodies so beautifully. And can I just say that, whoever it was, did a lovely job.'

Holdall couldn't stop himself clapping his hands together. Encouraged a raised eyebrow from McMenemy, a scowl from Robertson.

'Hah! I knew it! I knew it wasn't that Porter bastard.'

'It was an old woman.'

The words fell softly into the room and lay there, no one particularly keen to pick them up. The five men stared at Jenkins, who wilted under the glare, trying not to be too embarrassed. Wondered if he still had some of his breakfast on his chin. Finally, McMenemy exploded.

'What in God's name are you talking about? An old woman? How the bloody hell can you tell that from a few packets of meat?'

'Skin cells,' said Jenkins, voice even more of a mumble than normal. 'There are skin cells left on the outside of some of the packages. We found some that belonged to a man, but mostly they're of an old woman. A very old woman.'

The rest of them looked at him in amazement. 'You're joking, right Jenkins?' said Holdall. Aghast, angry, his moment of triumph rudely snatched away. 'How can you people tell that stuff? Why couldn't you tell it before from the packages that came through the post?'

'She wore gloves, presumably. This other meat was probably never meant to be found. We're not sure about this man's involvement, but certainly, almost all the work appears to have been done by the woman.'

McMenemy had temporarily lost composure. Covered his face with his hands, muttered about the press.

'And when you say old?' asked Robertson. Not smiling, because that would be out of place; still, very relieved that he wasn't the only one around the table looking stupid.

'Eighty. Eighty-five. Difficult to say exactly at this stage. Might know a bit more when we've done some more tests.'

McMenemy let out a loud groan, chin slumping into the palm of his hand.

'What the hell do we tell the press?' he said, question directed at thin air. 'They'll love this. The great granny from Hell. Christ almighty, we're in trouble. We've been farting around for the last two months looking like a complete load of bloody oafs, and all the time there's been some antediluvian witch charging about with a two foot butcher's knife. Jesus Christ.'

'But whoever's granny she was, how did all the stuff end up in Chris Porter's fridge? Was it his granny, perhaps?' said MacPherson.

McMenemy straightened his shoulders, attempted to regain his authority. Looked around the room, the command back in his eyes.

'Gentlemen, we need to find out who this damn woman is.' Had the tone of a washing powder advert. 'Check out Porter's grandmothers, find out if he has contact with any other elderly women.'

'And Thomson,' said Holdall, 'what about him? There's got to be something there.'

McMenemy shrugged. 'Very well, do as you will. Just remember that Robertson's in charge of this one.'

Holdall nodded, couldn't keep the scowl from his face. The men rose and left the room. Robertson was out first, waited for Holdall to follow him. Delighted that his authority in the case had once more been asserted.

'Right, Holdall, you heard the man. I'm in charge, so you'll bloody well do what I say. Barney Thomson has nothing to do with this. Nothing. You leave him out of it. If anything, he was only likely to be another victim of this Porter and his vicious female accomplice, and if I find that you harass this man, you're finished. And don't think I won't have the authority. You're a stupid, wasted old fart, Holdall, and it's about time you got put in your place.'

Holdall stared at Robertson, fighting the urge to head-butt him. He'd never head-butted anyone before, but a football thug he'd arrested once had given him instructions on exactly how to do it – he still had the scar – so he was pretty sure he could carry it off. Forehead to the bridge of the nose. Straightforward enough. And the bastard was asking for it.

'So,' said Robertson, with relish, 'I'd like you and your monkey to go to all the old peoples homes in the area. Find out if any of them recognise Porter. Think you can handle that, or are you not sure you can cope with the strain?'

The foosty moustache which crawled along the Robertson top lip, curled slightly, and then he was gone, seconds before Holdall could choose to make the career ending decision of acquainting Robertson's nose with the inside of his head.

Holdall and MacPherson stood and watched him go, biting their lips and their tongues. They stayed like that for several seconds, as they each considered what other lines of work it would be easy for them to enter.

'You know, sir,' said MacPherson finally.

'What, Sergeant?'

'If I'd been you, I'd have head-butted that cunt.'

A Prayer For Cemolina Thomson

––––––––
A Hugh Grant. A Gene Wilder. A Jack Nance (Eraserhead). He grimaced. An electrocution special. A John Lennon (pre-Yoko). A regulation US Marine.
Barney reeled off the haircuts of the men as they walked past him, shaking his hand. He gave no thought to the hair of the women. He knew nothing of hairdressing, except that you could charge a lot more money for doing the same amount of work.

'She was a good woman, Barney,' said a mourner, clasping Barney's hand. Barney nodded, staring at his Sigourney Weaver (Aliens). Odd haircut for a bloke.

A good woman? What might the definition of that be? A woman who lured men back to her flat and then murdered them. Chopped up their bodies. Didn't like to think about the fact that maybe she ate some of them, but the thought kept intruding.

Another man walked by and shook his hand, another friend of Allan's whom he didn't recognise. He was surprised by the turnout at the funeral, but he hardly knew any of these people. They were all associates of his brother, all here for Allan, not Cemolina, and certainly not Barney. An endless line of them pouring out of the crematorium, shaking the hands of the bereaved brothers.

It might have been a good service but Barney hadn't been listening. A few words from a minister who'd never met her, a couple of hymns which Allan had chosen and which Barney didn't know – what hymns did he know? – then a lengthy eulogy from the elder son, talking about his mother's good nature and her remarkable and amusing eccentricity. Had nearly made Barney weep, so he'd switched off.

A man with a completely inappropriate Michael Jackson '75, walked past Barney without even acknowledging him.

Eccentric? Is that what his mother had been? A loveable eccentric?

His immediate job was done. The bodies disposed of and the police fended off as best as he could manage. The interview on Sunday morning with Holdall and MacPherson had been uncomfortable, but he didn't think they were any closer to him. A few words about Partick Thistle and Aberdeen, eased by having had time to read a report in the morning paper, and they'd seemed satisfied. It had all been, as far as he could tell, routine. Little or no suspicion on their part. Holdall had seemed more interested in his description of the first goal.

And so now, with those unpleasantries out of the way, he'd had plenty of time to reflect on all that had happened. To think about the deeds his mother had committed.

An advert in the newspaper. No artifice about it. Mature woman, mid-80s. And there had been young men who'd replied to it. Could not begin to believe that, but it must have happened. He himself had had to dispose of the evidence. And the woman who had been his mother's final victim, what about her? How had she come to be sucked into it? Had she answered the ad in the paper?

A kid with a Soapy Souter shook Barney's hand and trudged off, looking miserable in his Sunday best.

And what would have happened once they'd arrived at his mother's flat? Could see the extensive range of butcher's tools and the five cut-throat razors he'd found in the kitchen. Had that been it? A cup of tea, perhaps something stronger, then what had these men been expecting? Not their little old lady suddenly appearing beside them, her hand poised with a razor, then slice! the throat open and bleeding. Or had she waited until they were in bed?

Almost a more distasteful thought; his mother in bed practising her Eastern lovemaking. Barney shivered, accepted the condolence of a man with a Jay Leno.

The line was drawing to an end. Bill Taylor stopped in front of Barney, held out his hand. Their eyes met. Locked. The full horror of the police findings at the flat of Chris Porter were only at that moment being made public, so Bill knew nothing.

'Terrible business,' he said. Edge to the voice.

'Right,' said Barney.

Bill's suspicions of Barney were running rampant. Saw himself as some kind of defender of truth and justice. Superman! But he had no proof and had yet to do anything. Hadn't told anyone, had made no effort to discover what had happened to Wullie and Chris. Frightened perhaps. Not Superman at all. Vacillationman. Scaredypantsman.

He nodded. Barney nodded. Bill walked on and wondered. Barney remained distracted.

A final couple passed by, the woman with the hair of Queens, the man with an indeterminate eighties cut which Barney couldn't place. Then the line was over and the minister was with them, shaking them both by the hand.

'Thanks a lot, Michael,' said Allan. Allan wore an expensive dark grey suit. Bought especially for funerals.

The minister smiled.

'It was an honour. She was a most singular woman.' Extended his hand to Barney, who took it.

'I'm sorry I never got to meet your mother, Barney. Quite the eccentric by all accounts.'

Barney smiled weakly. Christ! He wanted to scream. If he heard that word one more time. Eccentric? She was mad! A killer! A freezer full of bodies now, and how many more throughout her life?

Had spent the past couple of days examining the past. Could there have been earlier signs that he ignored? Madness and murder. And another horrible thought lurking at the back of his mind. The death of his own father; had she been responsible for that? A heart attack she'd said, but her boys had been on holiday at the time with their grandmother. It could have been anything.

All those strange jams and wines and pies she'd made all her life; what had been in those? Barney stared blankly back at the minister. He was getting carried away. Could not stop himself thinking of his mother handing over a fruit loaf for sale at a coffee morning. Everything he could remember her doing, and he had over forty years of a dominated life to look back upon, was now shrouded in suspicion, every act potentially barbaric.

Maybe he was doing her an injustice, or at least the memory of the woman she'd once been. Perhaps the eccentricity had given way to madness only in the last few months.

He realised he was still holding the minister's hand, shaking slowly. He let go and the Rev Michael Flood smiled awkwardly and was led away by Allan Thomson, who eyed his brother with suspicion.

Barney was left alone with the macabre landscape of his imagination. Endless debate on endless questions to which he knew he would never have the answers. Would one day rationalise it all, persuade himself that his mother's mental affliction had been with her for only these last few months. Might one day even see the funny side of it. An old woman luring young men back to her flat, then giving them so much more than they'd expected. But for now he was left to wonder who he was the son of, what evil had begotten him.

A soft hand on his shoulder.

'Are you all right, Barney?'

He awoke from the grotesque stupor, eyes wide open. Barbara Thomson stood in front of him, dressed in black. Auburn hair touching her shoulders. Autumn lips. Concern in her eyes, eyes pools of entrapment and impossible allure.

'Oh, Barbara, I didn't see you there. Aye, I'm fine.'

She smiled and he wanted to leap into her mouth and lose himself inside her.

'I was watching you during the service. You never heard a word,' she said.

He shook his head.

'Distracted,' he replied.

They stared at each other, nothing to say. Concern in the one matched by longing in the other. Barney had forgotten about his mother. Wished he could think of something to say. What smooth words had Allan first used to attract this treasure?

'You were a lot closer to her than Allan was. It must be difficult for you.'

'Aye, well, you know.' God! Barney, think of better than that. Stared stupidly at her. Suddenly had an idea. He could tell Barbara everything.

Of course, that was it! What had he been waiting for? Cool, sensible Barbara. She'd understand, she'd listen. She wouldn't immediately denounce him; turn him over to the police. Not Barbara. He could tell her now, where they stood. At least make the first noises about needing to talk to her. Get it all off his chest, the whole thing. She might not approve of what he'd done, but at least she'd listen. Sympathise.

Imagined her advising him to run away, head for the hills. Confessing to him that she was fed up with Allan and that she would come with him. They could disappear together to some remote corner of the world where Barney could set up his own shop. Barney's Hair Emporium. Barney's Place. Barney's Cut 'n' Go – Haircutting While U Wait: No Children. Had another thought. Maybe he could do what they'd done in olden times; become a barber surgeon. Haircutting one minute, surgical operations the next. That might be for him. Barney's Cut 'n' Slice. Saw a sign above the door; a pair of scissors dripping with blood. Just him and Barbara, together alone. No more Agnes, no more terrible soaps.

'You look upset Barney,' said Barbara, 'maybe I should leave you to your thoughts.'

He stared at her, mouth opened slightly. He could think of no words. His voice stalled, his brain automatically shut down. She smiled and turned away. Barney watched her go, his dreams along with her. He'd had his chance. Barbara alone.

She disappeared into the crowd. The image of his mother, cut-throat razor slicing into soft throaty flesh, returned.

He stared at the hard, cold ground, did not even fight the vision. A vision which should have been incredible, but which was so very easy to see. Never had been able to believe his mother's strength. Had always seemed so frail, and yet...

'Barney, you better come on.' He looked up. Agnes in front of him. Attempting compassion. 'There's another crowd here for the next funeral.'

Move 'em up, get 'em in, shove 'em out. The cattle market of the crematorium. Barney nodded.

'You all right to go to the hotel?' she asked. Tea; cheese and cucumber sandwiches; cake; polite chatter, sombre mood.

'Aye,' said Barney with resignation. 'Got to do it, eh?'

She smiled sympathetically and nodded. Took his arm as he walked away. Turning his back on his mother.

Agnes hoped she'd set the video correctly. Today was the day that Codpiece and Strawberry were to attempt to sabotage Zephaniah's hernia operation.

The Anthony Hopkins

––––––––
The steady click of scissors and the gentle flop of hair to the floor were the only sounds in the shop. The three barbers went about their business, solemnly and quietly, each lost in their own thoughts and leaving their victims to theirs. The row of customers sat along the wall, a couple reading newspapers, silently resigned to their fate.
It was Wednesday afternoon. Word had got out from the police about the gruesome findings in Chris Porter's apartment and of the great supply of body parts which had been discovered on a dump on Monday morning. These had included the butchered corpse of Wullie Henderson.

There were some in the town who could not understand why James Henderson hadn't closed the shop, but only those with no conception of the Calvinist work ethic, which Henderson imagined himself to possess. If there were to be members of the public needing their hair cut, then the shop had to be open.

Had it been a women's hairdressers, the customers would have fled, and the shop would already have gone out of business. But men are lazy about hair, creatures of habit, and the previous two days had been business as usual. And besides, the word was getting out – there was a barber there at the top of his game. If Jim Baxter had cut hair at Wembley in '63, they were saying, this is how he would have done it.

The chair at the back of the shop was now empty. In the chair next to that James Henderson was working. He knew he shouldn't be. It was ridiculous, and his wife was furious, but he told himself that this was what Wullie would've wanted. What was more important to him was that it got him out of the house, took his mind off what had happened.

The next chair along was worked by James's friend, Arnie Braithwaite, who had agreed to start a couple of weeks early. His was a steady, if unspectacular style, a sort of Robert Vaughn of the barber business. He wouldn't give you an Oscar winning haircut, but then neither would he let you down.

And then finally, working the prized window chair, was Barney Thomson. He'd moved into it with almost indecent haste, the day before. Perhaps if he'd been thinking straight then James would've considered it odd, but everything was a blur to him at the moment.

Barney couldn't believe his luck. He hadn't heard from the police after his interview with Holdall and MacPherson on the Sunday, and while he still expected them to come marching back at any time and arrest him, it was now three days later and nothing had happened. And the interview which had appeared in the paper that morning with some policeman, Robertson, seemed to indicate that they were after Chris; not pursuing any other line of enquiry. It had all worked like a dream. And on top of that, the window seat had fallen into his lap.

Suddenly he was cutting hair with an extraordinary panache, now that he was free of his bitter rivals. If Arnie was the Robert Vaughn of the business, Barney was the Anthony Hopkins. Always good, frequently magnificent. He was cutting with verve and style, each hair pruned to perfection. He could taper the back of a head with ease and the flick of the razor; even ears were painless. Layering, perms, short back and sides, Kevin Keegan '78's, they were all easy for him now. In a matter of three days he had become quick, efficient and composed, and now, when he felt like it, he would happily chat away to the customers on any subject they chose.

So, it was Rangers versus Celtic in the semi-final of the Cup? No surprise there. Bill Clinton – dirty big shagger. Break-up of the Antarctic ice pack – the cause of Chernobyl, he would opine to anyone who listened. Blackadder? The second series was probably the best, but if you pushed him he might say the fourth. If someone wanted to chat, Barney was there.

The afternoon was drawing to a pleasant conclusion, the customers beginning to dwindle away, when the door opened and one last client, his collar pulled up against the driving rain, came rushing into the shop. It was Bill, Barney's dominoes partner; Barney's Nemesis.

He caught sight of him in the mirror as he walked through the door. They hadn't spoken since the funeral, and with all that had happened, Barney had quite forgotten about worrying whether or not Bill would go to the police. From the fact that they hadn't turned up on his doorstep jangling handcuffs and waving a search warrant, he'd presumed that he'd never made the call.

However, this was quite a bit out of his way, so he surely hadn't just come for a haircut. He must want to talk.

They looked at each other in the mirror. Bill nodded at Barney, Barney nodded at Bill. Bill sat down and waited his turn, steely determination in his eye. Bill the Cat.

Barney returned to his haircut, mildly perturbed, yet strangely confident. It was a simple and requested US Marine job, for a chap who'd said he was going hillwalking in Africa. Barney had been quickly knocking it off, but now that he hoped Bill would go to one of the others, he'd slowed down. No other customer awaited, Bill was next in line.

'So, whereabouts are you going walking, young man?' he asked, neatly executing an ear-bypass manoeuvre.

'Kiliminjaro,' said Malcolm Harrison. The new Cool.

'Oh, aye, that's near Cape Town,' said Barney, using his new found confidence and knowledge to its fullest.

Harrison paused briefly before answering, unsure exactly whether to tell a man from the Barber Death Shop From Hell with a pair of scissors in his hands, that he was talking mince.

'Well, it's on the same continent.' Maybe sarcasm wasn't wise, he reflected. 'It's in northern Tanzania.'

'Oh, aye. Near that, what d'you call it, Zimbabwe, is it?'

The man smiled weakly, hoping Barney would shut up.

'You know, my friend, I was reading a book about Alexander the Great the other day,' said Barney casually.

'Oh, aye?' said Harrison, reflecting on the fact that any barber in the world would have been able to give him this haircut and he really needn't have subjected himself to this to get it.

'Apparently,' said Barney, electric razor poised and running in mid-air, ready to swoop, 'he was a total arse bandit. He spent all his time conquering other countries, so that he wouldn't have to stay at home and get married.' The razor dived down and bit hard, doing that razor thing. 'Amazing, eh?'

African Explorer mumbled something in reply. Vaguely remembered Wullie telling him something like that about five years previously. He knew, however, to keep his mouth shut and that Barney would be unlikely to go on. So he thought.

At that moment, however, James finished with his customer. The man rose, glumly handed over the required cash and gave a baleful look in the direction of the mirror. James turned to Bill.

'Hello, Bill. Bit out of your way?'

'Thought I'd pop by. You all right, James. I'm surprised you're here.'

'You know how it is. The show must go on and all that. Wullie would've wanted it that way.'

Bill nodded, thinking that that was one of the most ridiculous things he'd ever heard in his life.

'Well, I'm sorry about Wullie. It's a terrible business.'

James nodded, trying hard to think about something else.

'Aye, well, would you like to step up to the big chair, Bill?'

Bill shook his head, smiled apologetically. 'If you don't mind, James, I'm just going to wait for Barney. Heard he was cutting hair like Kenny Dalglish taking the ball past five defenders.'

James shrugged, didn't really mind. Barney smiled at the compliment. Assuming that it was a compliment, as he'd never heard of Kenny Dalglish.

Resigning himself to his fate, he hurried through the rest of the US Marine and sent the guy packing. And such was his relief at escaping earlier than he'd been expecting, Malcolm Harrison handed over an unusually large tip and ran out of the shop.

Barney pocketed the loot, turned with trepidation to Bill. He nodded at him, Bill took the few short steps along the long walk to the doom of the barber's chair.

Barney pondered the situation, decided he should play it cool. Innocent, appalled at what had happened. Confident that Bill was unlikely to loosely throw accusations in the shop.

Swishing the cape with a matadorial flourish, he placed it around Bill's neck and, resisting the temptation to throttle him with it, tucked a towel benignly in behind.

'What'll it be then, Bill, my friend?'

Bill was staring off into some far distance, shook his head to bring himself back. Looked at Barney in the mirror. 'What? Oh right. A Jimmy Stewart please, if you don't mind, Barney.'

'Right enough,' said Barney. 'No bother.' And neither would it be. The legendary and straightforward Jimmy Stewart, a staple of any barber's repertoire for the past sixty years.

Bill felt a little uncomfortable. He had come because he wanted to question Barney to his face. He wasn't sure what sort of set-up he'd expected in the shop, but now that he'd found James there, sitting forlornly beside them, he realised that there was no way he could talk about Wullie and Chris.

After he'd heard that Chris too was missing, he'd been on the verge of going to the police there and then. But something had stayed his hand; had made him want to see Barney. Then the reports that had started appearing in the paper on Monday night had just been incredible. He couldn't believe those stories of Chris, but then neither could he believe them of Barney, the man he'd set out to suspect from the first.

Perhaps that was always the case with serial killers. It wasn't as if they wore their chainsaw on their sleeve. Presumably, whoever it turned out to be, there would be people who would be shocked by their identity, thinking them all along to be normal citizens.

A shiver jerked down his spine at the touch of cold steel on his neck.

'Game of dominoes the night, Barney?'

Barney hesitated. Didn't want to get into any conversations about what had happened, which he obviously would if they went to the pub; but then, he had to find out if Bill suspected him of anything and whether or not he intended going to the police.

He was about to accept when another thought struck him. It might be better if he agreed to meet him alone, down some dark alley somewhere. A dark and dangerous rendezvous. Dismissed the thought straight away. How could he arrange that here?

The thought that he could kill all of them flitted through his head, but he managed to dismiss it before he set out on the road of giving it serious consideration.

No, it was going to have to be dominoes in a crowded pub, and if he didn't like what Bill said, he could take it from there. The Domino Killer. That had a ring to it.

'Why not? See if I can make up for last week,' he said, then laughed.

'Not much chance of that,' said Bill smiling, and to anyone watching it might have seemed like there was nothing amiss.

The Queen of Diamonds

––––––––
Holdall sat in his office, feet on his desk. Idly tossing cards at the bin which lay three yards away. The floor was covered in them, while a solitary card sat in the centre of the wicker basket. The queen of diamonds; and if he wasn't mistaken, she was laughing at him.
It was Wednesday evening. The day had dragged interminably, as had the two which had preceded it. He had his ideas of where they should be going with this case and most of them led in the direction of Barney Thomson. He'd been trying to make a few discreet inquiries regarding the man, but it was proving difficult to find anyone who knew anything about him. Barney Thomson, the barber with no personality. A cipher. The task was made ever harder by Robertson making sure he constantly had trivial and useless tasks to take care of.

He knew fine well that Robertson didn't want him coming up with anything which might lead to the crime being solved. He was a credit-freak, needed it all to himself. Didn't care if Holdall spent his time going after the wrong man.

What they needed to do was find the body of Chris Porter. If all his years of detective work had given him any nose for a crime, the whole fridge business at Porter's flat had been a set-up, and a lousy set-up at that. But where exactly were they supposed to start searching for Porter's body? His idea was to keep a strict watch on Barney Thomson, the only lead that they had, but that would've involved plenty of man hours, something which required Robertson's agreement. Knew there was no way he was going to get it. Bloody-mindedly didn't want it.

The two of spades thudded off the back wall, plummeted into the basket. He held his arms aloft in mock appreciation of the crowd's applause, was still accepting their plaudits when MacPherson walked into the room.

'Just had a cohesive thought?' said MacPherson, smiling.

'Sod off, Stuart.' Lowered his hands, resumed aimlessly chucking the cards across the office. The five of clubs whizzed past the bin, flew in a wild arc, landed about four yards off target. 'Still here? Won't Mrs MacPherson be looking for you?'

'Late night shopping at M&S.'

'Thought that was Thursday nights just before Christmas?'

'And Wednesday nights just before the middle of March.'

Holdall grunted, narrowly missed with the two of diamonds. 'I wondered why I couldn't get hold of Jean when I tried earlier.' The king of clubs doubled back on itself, landed beside his chair.

'I've got something of interest,' said MacPherson.

'Oh, aye? Rangers managed to sign that big German full back?'

'No, sir. It's about Barney Thomson's mother.'

Holdall stopped, the three of hearts poised at his fingertips. 'What? The Rangers have signed Barney Thomson's mother?'

'No, sir. She's dead.'

Holdall released the card and it dipped narrowly short of the target. 'They definitely don't want to sign her, then. Maybe the Celtic might want her. They need a full back.' The five of clubs veered dangerously to the left, and had it been sharper of edge would have had the head off an hibiscus.

'Chief Inspector...'

Holdall stopped in mid toss, looked at MacPherson, laid his cards on the table, albeit not in any metaphorical sense.

'Very well, Sergeant, what is it you're trying to tell me?'

'Well, it seems that Mrs. Cemolina Thomson died last – '

'Cemolina?'

'Aye, sir, I know. Anyway, she died last week. Thursday night. Buried her on Monday. It sounded a bit far-fetched, but Jenkins did say that the packages had been handled by an old woman. So I did some checking.'

Holdall had a stab of guilt. MacPherson worked while he tossed cards into a bucket.

'And?'

'It ties up. I spoke to her doctor. Says she was long down the road to senility, but he thought her harmless enough. Didn't have a problem with her staying at home. Attentive son. She stayed in a flat in Springburn.'

Holdall turned away from MacPherson. The ace of hearts left his fingers and flew straight towards the centre of the bin. Veered wildly at the last second, missed by several feet. Next the ace of clubs missed right and his cards had been exhausted

'So what are we saying here? That this Cemolina Thomson...I can't believe that anyone is called Cemolina...that this woman is our killer. She dies, and so the son, Barney, has to dispose of the bodies?'

'There's more.'

'Oh, aye? Looking for promotion?'

'Yeah. Checked out a few things. Seemed she'd been placing an advert in a lonely hearts column. Mature woman, mid-80s, all that shite.'

'You're kidding?'

'Straight up. Skilled in Eastern lovemaking.'

'Cool. Was she a looker?'

MacPherson grimaced. 'She was eighty-five.'

'Aye, fine.'

'Anyway, checked her PO box, there were a couple of replies in there. Could be that's how she got the men back to her flat.'

'Jesus. There are some sick people out there.'

'Wanting to sleep with an eighty year-old bird isn't as sick as lopping someone's napper off and mailing it to their mother.'

'Fair point. What about the girl, though? Louise MacDonald.'

MacPherson shrugged.

'Who knows? Maybe she answered the advert 'n all.'

Holdall looked at the carpet, lost his thoughts in its plain weave. A young lesbian with a desire for an eighty-five year old woman. Was it so strange any more in these times of Gothic darkness?

Looked up, as MacPherson was not finished.

'And I also found out she was a member of some old women's group. You know these things where they bugger off around the country to eat scones.'

'And?'

'So far this year they've visited the salmon ladder at Pitlochry, Edinburgh castle, a distillery in Kingussie,' raised an eyebrow, 'Largs, for whatever it is the old yins do in Largs, some gardens in Aberdeen, and Ayr.'

Holdall let out a low whistle. The towns where the body parts had been posted from.

'Bloody hell, MacPherson. You're full of surprises. How long'd it take you to find all this out?'

'Few hours.'

Holdall stared. What had he done for the last few hours? Had had a cup of tea and a Mars bar; checked that night's TV schedule; tossed cards at a bin. It was about time that he got his hunger back.

'Good work, Stuart,' he said. Meant it.

'Thank you, sir.'

'Right. So what have we got? This old woman attracts young blokes back to her flat. Kills them somehow, chops up the bodies. Goes off on one of her day trips and mails a well-wrapped part of the body back to the family. Sounds plausible. But where do Wullie Henderson and Chris Porter come into it? They died, assuming that Porter is dead, either side of the mother, if she died on Thursday night.'

'Maybe Thomson killed Henderson completely independently of his mother...'

'But Jenkins said that the old woman had left traces of whatever the hell it was on Henderson's body parts as well.'

'Then maybe she just happened to kill Henderson as her next victim, and never got around to sending a bit of him off in the post. Whatever, one of them did for Henderson, and then Porter finds out about it and Thomson has to see him off 'n all. And then he hatched the plan to incriminate Porter. Or maybe he just bumped off Porter in order to incriminate him. Let's face it sir, if that's it, it's worked like a dancer.'

Holdall sat back, rubbed his chin. He liked it. It was all circumstantial, but it had a good feel to it. An honest feel about it, which Chris Porter running off to London leaving a hand cooking in a pot didn't have.

'Stuart, I'm impressed. I like this, and we've got to go with it, regardless of what that eejit Robertson says. We need to do some more checking on this mother, and I think we should have another word with Mr. Thomson in the next day or two.'

'Aye, sir.'

MacPherson smiled determinedly, walked out of the office. Holdall got off his chair to pick up the cards. Thank God for that. They had something to go on, at last, and a decent working hypothesis. No point in taking it to McMenemy yet, because he was as bad as Robertson, but in a couple of days they might have made enough inroads into the thing to be able to go public. Or they might have made complete idiots of themselves.

He winced at the thought, sat back in his seat and watched as the ace of spades flew straight into the centre of the bin. Then bounced out and landed four feet away in the base of a plant.

*** 

Bill and Barney were involved in another life and death struggle on the dominoes pitch. They'd both been putting so much concentration into it because neither man wanted to talk about what they were both there to talk about. So, apart from a brief argument about who should buy the first round, hardly a word had been exchanged.

Finally, after a few intricate stratagems involving double fours and threes, Bill had wrapped up his third game in a row. A little silent resentment from Barney and it was time to talk.

They sipped solemnly on their beers, waiting for the other to start. Barney had no wish to encourage him; Bill, the Great Diplomat, once again had no idea where to begin.

'So, Barney,' he said eventually, the art of subtlety still a mystery to him, 'any idea what's happened to Chris?'

Barney took a long draw from his pint this time.

'No, I don't. Or as much as you, at any rate, given what I've read in the papers. And if you're here to imply anything else, then you might as well get on with it.'

Bill held aloft a conciliatory hand. He had no desire to get straight into any argument but at the same time he saw no reason for delicacy. It was just over a week since they'd sat in the same bar and Barney had told him how much he hated Wullie and Chris.

'You really think that Chris killed Wullie, Barney? They were mates. Chris couldn't have killed anybody.'

'And I could?'

Bill shook his head, wondered again about Barney being so aggressively defensive.

'Calm down, Barney. Whatever happened, it's obvious that someone killed Wullie, and I'm just saying that it's right odd that it should be Chris of all people. Such a nice lad, and the two of them getting on so well and all that.'

Barney hesitated. Perhaps he had been overdoing it a little. He nodded. He was going to have to get into the persona of someone who hadn't killed his two work colleagues and disposed of six other bodies, and be convincing about it. The police had left him alone for the moment but it didn't mean they wouldn't be back. And if he couldn't convince Bill, he certainly wasn't going to be able to convince that bastard MacPherson.

'You're right, Bill. I know you're not accusing me of anything. It's just been an awful week, what with they two dying, and my mother 'n all.'

Bill nodded. Was feeling guilty enough about accusing Barney that the words didn't register. This man was his oldest friend after all. He had to stop so lightly accusing him of murder. Or worse, as it was now. It went a lot further than that, if the papers were anything to go by. There was some psychopath on the loose, and whoever it was, it surely wasn't going to be his old dominoes partner. But then surely it wasn't Chris either.

What was it Barney had just said that had been peculiar?

'The new lad's quite a nice chap,' said Barney, breaking his chain of thought.'

'Oh, aye?' said Bill. 'Who is he exactly?'

'Friend of James's. Just moved over from Uddingston.'

'Oh, right. The south.'

'Aye. Just started yesterday. A steady hand, I think.'

'Smashing. That'll be just what you'll be needing.'

'Aye.'

'Aye, that's right enough.'

'Fancy another game? It's time I kicked your arse.'

'Rack 'em up.'

And so they settled down into another dour and tense struggle on the dominoes table. It wasn't until they were into their second hand that it suddenly struck Bill that Barney had said that both Chris and Wullie had died. There was a mild flicker on his face but he managed to contain it within the lugubrious whole. Perhaps it had just been a slip of the tongue. Or perhaps, Barney knew something that he didn't.

The Haunting Of Barney Thomson

––––––––
Barney had had a good day in the shop. He liked Thursdays, always had for some reason. It was just some gut, barbetorial instinct, but he felt as if he always did good work on those days, and today had been no exception. Whether it was as a result of some fine work he'd done earlier in the week, or whether it was because the customers didn't like the look of the other two, he wasn't sure, but he'd never had so many people ask for him to cut their hair. And he had responded magnificently, customer after customer leaving the shop with dream hair. He'd not even been daunted when one man had requested a Byzantine Triple Weave, generally regarded as the toughest haircut in the world. He'd executed it with knightly splendour, his scissors swooping to cut like a majestic, unfettered eagle, his blow dryer exercising consummate control over the intricate thatched patterns; his comb could have been forged in the Elven forests of Middle Earth, so smoothly had it been wielded in his hands. When he'd finished, he'd almost expected the rest of the shop to rise in calamitous applause, but instead there'd just been the usual rustle of paper, the soft fall of hair to the ground. The man had stuck an extra fifty pence into his hand and left; the meagre gift the Gods receive. Perhaps he wouldn't be mentioned in the Birthday Honours list for that haircut but at least he'd had the satisfaction of a job well done. Indeed, magnificently done.
And so the day had gone on. One dream haircut after another, all swiftly done and beautifully presented. Never before had a barber been so busy and Barney had risen to the challenge with a magnificence which clearly amazed his colleagues. And he was finding that the longer it was since the police had last been to see him, the more relaxed he was becoming about it. It had only been four days, yet it was enough to give him some breathing space, allow him to think they were off his trail.

Furthermore, there had been a wonderful item on the news the previous night, when some buffoon of a policeman had said that there had been a possible sighting of Chris in London. Heaven! They had obviously completely fallen for it. If he'd known the police were this stupid, he would've turned to crime years ago. He was thinking he might let all this die down and then try something else. Not grotesque murder, of course, something more financially rewarding.

He'd had a few worries with Bill the night before and he wasn't sure that he'd handled it all that well, but in the end he'd thought he'd got away with it. It was one thing for Bill to have his little suspicions, another altogether for him to go trundling along to the police. And anyway, would they listen, now that they were so consumed with the search for Chris? He wasn't out of the woods yet but he was standing at the edge of them looking at a beautiful green field with glorious snow-capped mountains in the distance.

Mentally free of his troubles, he had relaxed into the routine of majestic haircutting, and on occasion exercising his new found confidence with trivia.

His last customer of the day had asked for, surprisingly, an Argentina '78. It was the first one of those he'd had to do in over fifteen years, and normally it might have given him cause for trepidation. But not today, now that he was exercising all his new wiles and confidence to their fullest extent.

'What? What kind of muppet are you? You're saying that Tyson would've beaten Rocky Marciano? You're joking? All right, so he dominated boxing before he went to prison, but you've got to look at the quality of the opposition. Marciano was fighting against some of the greats, and he never lost to any of them. Look who Tyson beat. A bunch of glaicket, useless wankers! My mother could sort out most of the mob. Frank Bruno, for fuck's sake.'

Barney nodded at the chap as he went into the closing routine of the haircut – the sewing back up, as it were. He was a little out of his depth here, he had to admit. He'd just made the bold statement that Tyson would have floored Marciano, when up until the point that the customer had mentioned the name, Barney would've said that Marciano was a type of pasta. That's not to say that he wasn't just as likely to find someone who would have agreed with him about the Tyson-Marciano match-up, but when you're talking about boxing you usually have to count on an argument.

'I suppose you'll be saying next that Tyson could've beaten Ali?'

Barney thought about this for a second or two; had no idea who Argentina '78 was talking about, realised once again the folly of reading the sports pages for three days, then trying to discuss them. It was obvious from the way it had been phrased, however, what he was supposed to say.

'Ali! God, no, I wouldn't go that far. It's just, Tyson can punch, you know, and when you can punch like him, you can give anybody a go.'

'So what? Are you saying that Ali couldn't take a punch, is that it? Is that the crap you're coming out with, 'cause if it is, you're talking shite. You not remember the Rumble in the Jungle, Wee Man? Did Ali not take everything Foreman could give him, yon night? 'Cause he did. I suppose you'll be saying next that Foreman couldn't punch, 'cause that's about the level of everything else you've been coming out with. I'm telling you, Foreman could bloody punch but. And a damn sight harder than any of these namby-pamby muppets you get these days. Christ, the very fact that that old pudding was still taking them all on, even though he was in his sixties, surely to shite shows you what the talent's like in the modern era. So what does it mean if Tyson can beat most of them? It means dick all, especially when he couldn't even beat Holyfield, and remember that yon eejit wasn't even a proper heavyweight.'

Barney nodded a few times, grateful that the man had turned the argument into an aggressive monologue, for in precluding Barney from the conversation, he had prevented him from saying anything else monumentally stupid. He badly wanted to change the subject but didn't know how to just step into the middle of the flow and start talking about the weather. Still, he was going to have to do it before Argentina '78 moved off into territory even more unbeknown to him.

The telephone out the back of the shop rang and James, who was in the middle of a tricky Lennie Bennett '91, looked at the other two.

'Arnie, could you get that please? Probably just some numpty trying to make an appointment.'

Arnie had been doing a straightforward 'Groomed Oor Wullie' on an eight year-old and was happy to down tools.

Whoever it was, Barney didn't care, but at least it had stopped the boxing fan's flow. Probably best not to talk about anything at all, Barney reflected, in case he wanted to get into some other impenetrable sport.

'It's for you, Barney,' said Arnie coming out of the back. 'Didn't say who it was.'

Barney creased his forehead, made his apologies to his customer. No one ever phoned him at work. He had no idea why, but suddenly he began to feel nervous; a shiver ran down his back, the hairs on his neck rose; body tingled.

He closed the door, lifted the phone. He paused for a second. Knew he wasn't going to like this.

'Hello?' His voice was quiet, almost unintelligible. There was no reply. 'Hello?' he said, a little louder.

'Barney Thomson?'

It was a man, a little younger than himself probably. Nothing much else to read into it. He remained hesitant.

'Aye.'

The voice came out at him, low and ominous. 'Perhaps you'd better check on that body you disposed of at the weekend.'

Silence.

Barney felt the shock of the words, a train thumping into his chest, crushing his bones.

'What?' His voice was weak, a child crying. 'What did you say?'

Silence. Barney's mouth ran dry, the sweat beaded on his face. Shouted hello down the phone another couple of times, but the line was empty. Then it clicked off, and he was holding nothing in his hands; alone in the small back room with his guilt and his fear.

He sat down in the seat, ran his fingers through his hair.

'Christ almighty. Someone knows about Chris. Someone knows. Jesus Christ, did they see me?'

He stared wildly around the room, as if expecting the person to be in there with him. Looked morosely at the floor. The police, it must be the police. But then, what were they doing calling up, leaving cryptic messages? If they knew he'd done it, surely they'd just come for him and beat him to a pulp, like they always did. It must be someone else. Must be. Mind raced.

And what had the Voice meant, you had better check on the body? Was it not there anymore? How exactly was he supposed to check on a body which was at the bottom of a deep loch? But then, maybe the loch wasn't so deep. He had just assumed it would be. It could be that he'd ineptly tied it all together and it had come apart. Imagined the body bursting up to the surface, floating ashore. God, it didn't make sense. Why would anyone call him up if that had already happened? Surely they'd just phone the police.

The fear grew within him; perhaps there was some higher force at work. Whose voice had that been? Should he have recognised it? Maybe it was Chris or Wullie? Began the descent into the throes of panic. Didn't believe in ghosts, supernatural forces, but maybe that's what was going on. God, he'd handled eight corpses over the previous weekend, could he be surprised if some weird things started happening?

So what was the Voice? Was it good or bad? It had given him a warning, but was it doing it to look out for him? If that was the case then he'd no idea who it might have been. Check on the body? God, he would have to go back out to the loch. What else could he do? He had to heed the warning, whoever it'd been.

The door opened and James stuck his head in.

'You all right, Barney? You've been in here ages.'

Barney tried not to display his turmoil, coughed roughly to straighten his voice out before he spoke.

'Aye, I'm fine. It was just Agnes about something, that's all. I'll be through in a minute. Just Agnes.'

James looked at him a little curiously, returned to the shop. Barney started rubbing his forehead, trying to think. He had to go out to the loch, but then, what was the point in that? What did he expect to find?

Thought of the Voice. 'I can't ignore it. I can't,' he muttered to himself. Wondered if there would be someone waiting for him when he got out there. Chris, Wullie, anybody. A Satanic Host of the Undead; avenging angels. But whoever was going to be there, he had to face it.

He rose slowly, and walked back into the shop, half expecting everyone to turn and stare at him, pointing and shouting, Killer! There were a couple of half-hearted glances, but no one really paid any attention. Argentina '78 was reading the Evening Times, nodded at Barney as he returned.

'Sorry about that. You get these calls.'

'Aye, mate, don't worry about it.'

Fortunately he didn't lower the paper and Barney was able to concentrate on putting the finishing touches to what he considered to be the worst hairstyle of all time, even though, in a moment of weakness, he'd had one himself at one time. Every time he finished one of these he felt horrifically embarrassed, was always amazed when the recipient expressed satisfaction. And despite his shaking hand, sweaty palm and his mind being on some alien planet, this turned out to be no different.

*** 

MacPherson pressed the off button and slipped the mobile phone into his pocket. Outside the car the light rain increased, became a torrential downpour. He stared ahead as Holdall drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.

'Did he fall for it?'

MacPherson thought about it for a second or two, turned, looked Holdall in the eye.

'Crapped his load, sir.'

Holdall smiled grimly, clutched the steering wheel.

'And what would you say? Did he sound like he didn't know what the hell you were talking about, or did he sound as if he'd had to get rid of a corpse last weekend?'

'He sounded as if he'd disposed of about fifteen corpses last weekend.'

Holdall pursed his lips, looked out into the torrential rain.

'So, we've got the bastard then?'

MacPherson nodded, looked at his boss.

'Aye, I'd say we do,' he said.

And so the two men settled back and waited for Barney Thomson to emerge from the shop.

Let Me Die Right Here In My Shoes

––––––––
Barney headed out on the motorway to Stirling, Holdall and MacPherson keeping a safe distance. Holdall drove with a grim smile on his face, a smile he hadn't been able to remove since MacPherson's phone call.
They'd had a moment or two of doubt when Barney had returned home after work, but they'd waited him out and half an hour later he'd emerged. Had looked extremely nervous and had stared wildly up and down the street to see if anyone was watching him; something he'd done particularly badly as the two policemen were sitting twenty yards away and he hadn't noticed them.

'What's the plan, sir?' asked MacPherson as they drove past Stirling, the castle majestic through the rain.

Holdall had to drag himself away from the worst excesses of his imagination. In his mind, he already had Barney Thomson arrested and convicted, and he was receiving huge plaudits. Meanwhile, Robertson had been demoted to constable and was working nights in the worst area of Los Angeles. He had never been one to go in for brownie points and success on cases for personal gain, but in this instance, since it would get right up Robertson's arse, he was going to relish it.

'The plan?' He stared ahead into the murk at Barney's car, thinking about it for the first time. 'I don't really think we can have a plan. Just have to wait and see what happens when we get there. If we're lucky, if we're very, very, lucky, he'll have buried the body somewhere and he'll be so stupid that he'll dig it up again for us, just to check it's still there. That is, of course, as I said, if we're very, very lucky. At which point, we move in and make the arrest. After that, I don't know about you, but I'm going to go and find Robertson and piss on his shoes.'

MacPherson nodded. 'Stoatir. Think I'll join you. I might crap on them, though.' He was about to continue with his plans for Robertson's footwear when he saw Barney turning off. 'The Callander road,' he said.

Holdall started to slow, not wanting to take the turn off too close behind. 'Callander, eh? I tell you, Sergeant, it's always the same with these quiet little Brigadoons out in the sticks. Shortcake and knitwear shops on the outside, bloodied and chopped corpses on the in.'

'I don't think Callander's quite Brigadoon, sir. I've got a mate works out here. They've got the usual problems, you know. Drugs, the rest of it.'

'Aye, well, Sergeant, that's the modern Brigadoon for you. The next time the damn place crops up, there'll be someone round selling them E, or whatever it is the weans are popping these days, McDonald's will be wanting to set up a franchise, and at least five of the villagers will subscribe to satellite TV.'

'You never know. Ecstasy might help Cyd Charise with her Scottish accent.'

'But I wouldn't count on it.'

And so they wound on, through the twisty country roads towards Callander. Most of the time they lost Barney in the bends and if he had pulled off at some point, quickly dimming his lights, they might easily have missed him. They couldn't risk getting too close, although Barney hadn't spotted anything. Just as Holdall and MacPherson had not spotted the car behind them.

They got a good sight of him again as he came onto the straight road through Callander itself, but soon he was through the town and back onto the twists and turns of the road on the other side.

'So it turns out that Callander isn't the graveyard of horror after all. Better watch, Sergeant, I can't believe he'll be going too much further than this. Keep a sharp lookout for his car pulled into the side of the road.'

But as it was, when it happened they were on a straight section of the road, running alongside a loch; Barney was well within their sights. They watched him pull in, then they drove past him, around the next corner. Parked the car, dimmed the lights.

'This is it, Sergeant. Time to get our killer. Don't disturb him until we see the whites of the eyes of the corpse.'

'Aye.'

They got out of the car, let the doors quietly click shut. The rain had stopped but the air was cold and heavy with moisture. They crept along the side of the road beside the bushes, came around the corner where they'd left Barney. He was parked in a large clearing set aside for tourists; wooden benches and litter bins.

For the first time Holdall had doubts about what he was going to find. If Barney had buried the body, why on earth would he do it in such a public place? And then, as they crouched down in the bushes on the edge of the clearing, they saw him. He was standing at the edge of the loch, running his hands through his hair, constantly glancing over his shoulder. Even from fifty yards away they could see how nervous he was. Waiting for the Voice.

He began pacing up and down the edge of the loch, looking out over the water. Suddenly it struck Holdall what he was doing.

'Shitbags! Bloody shitbags!' he said under his breath.

'What?' whispered MacPherson.

'He hasn't buried the bloody body at all. He's dumped it in the bloody loch. Christ, we'll never get it now.'

He stopped as Barney looked over his shoulder in their direction. They held their breath but there was no need. It was just part of another anxious look around and quickly his eyes moved on around the rest of the clearing, then back out to the loch.

'Why did the bloody eejit listen to us? Christ, if he's dumped the bloody body into the water, how on earth would he be able to come and check it? What a fucking idiot. Christ, I tell you Sergeant, I've got a good mind to go down there and kick his head in. What an arse.'

'Don't give up yet. He's obviously scared and he's going to do something stupid.'

Barney cast another quick look around him, gave a little jump as he imagined he heard something. Started pacing up and down again, his head constantly on the move.

'Very obviously. So, Sergeant, what are we going to do?'

'Haven't a Scooby, sir.'

'No, neither do I. Shitbags. Absolute bloody shitbags.'

Barney stood at the edge of the water, wondering why he was there. What had he been expecting to find exactly and who the hell had it been who had brought him back to this place? In the cold, damp, silent night air he was constantly having to fight his imagination, forever throwing his eyes over his shoulder looking for the Voice. However, there was nothing in the murk.

It had suddenly struck him as he'd driven down that he might be being set up, that someone might be following him. Barber Walks Into Trap Like Complete Idiot – Arrested For Multiple Murders. As far as he could tell, however, he'd been alone most of the way. Certainly, there'd been the odd car or two behind him, but always far enough back for him not to worry.

And even if there was someone there, what were they hoping to discover? No more than he had been able to find by coming here himself. He knew he'd made a good job of doing up the body. Perhaps it wouldn't survive down there until the end of time, but it surely would be good for a long while, not just a couple of days.

Despite the cold he was in a sweat, such was the beating of his heart, such was his anxiety. His head was filled with a hundred ghosts, every one of them chattering away, every one stepping on stones and twigs, brushing through the bushes. Whispering.

And then, suddenly, to his dread fear, to his heart-stopping horror, he heard footsteps on the stones behind him. Real footsteps, not some frantic delusion of his imagination. And more than one set, by the sound of it – two slow, heavy footfalls were approaching him from behind. He froze, a whimper rose in his throat. Vomit not far behind, the fear was so strong.

They stopped three or four yards behind him, but he couldn't turn round, not this time when he knew that there really was going to be someone there. Once again, the mad desire to panic, to just lose control of every sense and every grasp on normal behaviour, was sweeping over him.

Tried to calm himself – think logically Barney for God's sake! Swallowed. There were two possibilities. Either they were ghosts, in which case he was going to die right here in his shoes; or they were real people, very possibly police officers. In which case he was going to die right here in his shoes. Either way, he really didn't want to have to turn round at all.

Whoever it was, they were just waiting for him, waiting for him to look over his shoulder. If it was the police, presumably it was going to be those two who'd been to see him a couple of times already. Holdall and MacPherson. If they were ghosts, then it was going to be Wullie and Chris.

Started to hope that it was going to be the police. Wullie and Chris would be really pissed off.

And then one of the footsteps scrunched along the stones a little nearer to him and he could almost feel the arm being stretched out, the finger reaching towards his shoulder.

He knew it was coming, but at the touch a shudder racked his body, his insides were tangibly gripped by fear; almost had difficulty in standing up straight. Slowly, slowly, he turned, an almost impossible thing to do, so consumed with fear and dread was he. His eyes were almost closed, as finally he was able to look behind him and see the two men waiting upon him.

Suddenly there was a strange lifting in his heart. He didn't recognise either of them. He may have been standing in the pitch dark beside a loch on a cold and miserable March evening, confronted by two strange men in raincoats who he'd never seen before, but at least they weren't ghosts, and at least they weren't the two policemen whom he'd been expecting to see.

He was almost relieved.

Reservoir Frogs

––––––––
The man who had tapped Barney on the shoulder stepped back beside the other; the three men faced each other in the gloom, as the rain once again began to fall; a few drops, instantly becoming a torrential downpour. Water bounced off stones.
While he was relieved at not facing a ghost or the police, Barney knew this wasn't going to be a good thing. Perhaps it'd be about the rowing boat he'd borrowed, and then not left where he'd found it. Maybe these were the Loch Police about to arrest him for dumping something into the water, even though they didn't know what. Nuclear waste for all they knew.

'Mr. Barney Thomson?' asked the older of the two, fishing inside his coat pocket.

Barney nodded. Had no idea what was coming, knew that it was going to be bad. Barney Thomson, barber, this is your sodding life. It might as well be. The man produced an identity card from his coat, held it up towards Barney.

'Detective Chief Inspector Robertson, CID. This is Sergeant Jobson. We're here to arrest you for the murders of Mr. Christopher Porter and Mr. William Henderson...'

Barney closed his eyes. God, of course he recognised him. This was the idiot who'd been on television the night before. Lying.

Robertson continued, but Barney didn't hear him. So they'd found him out. All his precautions hadn't been enough and they'd drawn him out with this sucker punch. All right, so he could deny it if he wanted to. They weren't going to be able to discover the body that quickly, if at all. But he was no master criminal. Just a barber, that was all. Lying would come no easier to him than disposing of bodies, or talking about football. They'd suckered him into this, now they had him by the balls. But whatever he did, he had to keep his mother's name out of it.

'This is where you dumped Porter?' asked Robertson.

Barney nodded, his eyes rooted to the wet stones.

'What on earth made you come back out here? All you bloody eejits are the same. Thick as shite the lot of you.'

Barney looked at him as the rain began to fall with even greater intensity. Would it never stop, he wondered. Realised for the first time just how cold it was, and he shivered and rubbed his arms.

'The phone call,' said Barney. 'Wasn't it you?'

Robertson looked at him, then at Detective Sergeant Jobson. 'I didn't phone anyone. What about you, Jobson?'

Jobson shook his head, looked stupid.

'That's because it was us that phoned, you bastard.'

Holdall and MacPherson strode out of the bushes. Batman and Robin. They had watched, incredulous, as Robertson and Jobson had appeared from the other side of the clearing to grab Barney. And they were pissed off.

'Ah, Holdall, just in time to be too late to make an arrest.'

'How the fuck did you get here?' demanded Holdall.

'We've just been keeping tabs on our man, you know, following him around, waiting for him to do something idiotic. You didn't really think I believed the Porter story?'

'I don't see why not. You're stupid enough.'

'You can make all the insults you like, but I was here first, and I've got the arrest, so you can go and piss in a poke.'

Holdall seethed. Gritted his teeth. Blood boiled.

'You bloody bastard. The only reason he's out here is because we phoned him and tricked him into it.'

Robertson nodded his understanding, smiled. 'Ah, so that's why he did it. Well, well, Holdall, you're not as thick as you look. You never know, I might mention it in the report. But then again, I probably won't. It's not as if anyone's going to believe that you used your initiative anyway.'

He turned away from Holdall and looked at Barney. Triumph! He had beaten Holdall to something for the first time in fifteen years and was absolutely delighted. That Holdall had actually turned up to witness it was all the more magnificent.

'Right you,' he said to Barney, 'are you going to come quietly or am I going to have to kick the shit out of you?'

Barney lowered his head, took a couple of paces forward. Of course he was going to go quietly. What else was there for him to do? He was no criminal.

Robertson and Jobson stood either side of him, took hold of his arms. Knew there was little point in handcuffs and both of them were privately doubting that they had the right man. Surely no killer this, despite his confession and what Bill Taylor had told them that afternoon on the phone.

Robertson stopped, looked at Holdall. The delight of victory continued cartwheeling around his face.

'Thanks for all your help, Holdie,' he said. Voice wet with sarcasm. Dripping. 'I'll try to remember you when I'm Superintendent. Maybe find some more old people's homes for you and your monkey to visit. If you're up to it.'

An insult too far.

When it happened, it was MacPherson who cracked, albeit only marginally before Holdall was about to.

He had heard enough. Took three steps forward and head-butted Robertson with superb mathematical precision. Had a vague feeling as he did it that it wouldn't do his career much good, but that was more than subdued by the delicious, hedonistic pleasure of retribution. His forehead met the bridge of Robertson's nose with a sumptuous crack, then Robertson fell, clutching his face, the blood already spurting and running through his fingers.

A gorilla in the mist, Jobson sprang to Robertson's defence, swinging his fist viciously at MacPherson, catching him full on the side of the head. Sent him reeling.

Jobson had no time to enjoy his pugilistic triumph before Holdall was on top of him, fists flailing, boots lashing out. Jobson reeled, stumbling to the ground under the onslaught, as Holdall assailed his head and body.

Barney stood back and watched. Amazed. Strangely, had no desire to try and flee the scene. What was the point? They knew where they could get him, and if he didn't go home, where exactly was he going to go? A life on the run wasn't for him. A brief vision of Brazil flashed into his head, beaches full of exotic women, but he knew it was fantasy. Prison, and a lot of it, that was what lay in front of him.

Barney started suddenly, took another two steps back, almost stepping into the loch. Robertson had produced a gun, and slowly Holdall and MacPherson, who had been beating massive lumps out of Jobson, become aware of him. They straightened up, stared at Robertson, leaving Jobson bruised and bloodied on the floor. But through the badly beaten face, he still smiled, picking himself off the ground. Then he too produced a gun from inside his coat.

Holdall and MacPherson stared them down, undaunted.

'You're finished after that, you bastards,' said Robertson. 'What the hell d'you think you're doing? D'you think you can get away with assaulting fellow police officers?' He laughed suddenly. Mocking, derisive. Took a pair of handcuffs from his coat pocket, threw them at Jobson. 'Cuff 'em, Sergeant, and make sure they're too tight.'

They did it slowly when they did it, daring Robertson to shoot, but almost in slow motion Holdall and MacPherson brought guns out from inside their coats, lifted them, aimed at the others. They flinched, but held steady.

Jobson and MacPherson aimed at each other, as did Robertson and Holdall. A neat division between ranks. No one aimed at Barney.

'What the hell are you doing with guns, Holdall? You're in so much shit for this. And here was me saying that you weren't as stupid as you look.'

'We were chasing a suspected serial killer. We have guns for the same reason as you. We signed them out.'

'Well why didn't I know about it, when I'm in charge of the investigation? I should've been told.'

'I wouldn't tell you if your dick was on fire, Robertson.'

The angry words died away, the four men were left standing at gunpoint. The rain streamed steadily down upon them, bouncing off the stones, thudding into the loch. Slowly, slight wisps of steam began to rise from the four bodies, curious formations dispersed under the weight of the torrential downpour. The heat of battle. Tension.

The guns remained steady. Barney took another pace or two back into the water. None of them were interested in him – curious, as he was the reason they were all there – but he didn't want to get shot accidentally. Couldn't believe anyone would be stupid enough to shoot in the circumstances.

Robertson's nerve was first to wither, making the initial attempt at reconciliation.

'Look, Holdall, this is stupid. We're supposed to be on the same side.'

Holdall didn't move, waiting to hear what else he was going to say. He was absolutely right, of course, and it wasn't as if he had any desire to shoot anybody, no matter how much he despised the man at whom he was aiming.

'We'll forget about all this, Holdall. Just put the guns down.'

They stood in doubtful silence. He was not a man to trust.

'What about the arrest report?' asked Holdall, not entirely interested. Wanted to keep Robertson going while he thought about how best to get out of the hole they had dug for themselves. Damage limitation. 'How's that going to look?'

'I don't know, Holdall. Did anyone else at the station know that you were on to Thomson?'

Holdall slowly shook his head.

Robertson smiled, Holdall knew what it meant. 'Same here, actually, couldn't afford to let you hear about it in case you got in there first. Too bad you were just too late.'

The spark was coming back to Robertson, as the throbbing pain in his nose increased. This was a bloody stupid situation and there was no way that anyone was going to shoot anyone else. There was certainly no way that he was going to give Holdall and his ape any credit in solving the crime.

'Look, bugger this, shithead. None of us is going to shoot anyone, so let's all just put down our guns and get the psycho into custody. Then we can argue about the report but just think yourselves lucky if I don't mention your assaults. Don't think I'm about to start giving you credit for the whole damn thing.' Sneered, wasn't finished. 'You and your monkey'll be lucky if you stay out of prison. Fucking morons, getting in the way of decent police work.'

Barney wasn't sure which gun went off first. It might have been MacPherson's but he couldn't be certain. All he knew was that the instant one went off, there was a loud report as all the other guns were fired. He didn't see anything, however, as he immediately covered his head with his hands and leapt back into the loch.

He lay in the freezing cold under two feet of water for a few seconds, terrified, desperate, listening to the wild beatings of his heart. Slowly and fearfully he lifted his head, looked along the shore. The noise had died quickly in the rain and mist and low cloud, and now there was nothing but the sound of the rain falling on the four bodies that lay on the wet stones.

Barney got up out of the water, walked over towards them, his face still contorted in horror and disbelief, clothes clinging horribly to him, the hands of the insane. Robertson had been shot in the face, his body crumpled on the ground, his head a bloody mess on the rocks. Perhaps Barney had become immune to this kind of thing after the previous few days, but he looked at it, didn't even wince. Both MacPherson and Jobson had been shot in the chest and lay dead, their bodies thrown back with the force of the bullets.

Then he realised that Holdall was stirring and he walked and stood over him. The shot which had hit him was not so great, catching him on the shoulder and knocking him down. He had a dazed look on his face, still not taking in what had happened.

The brief glimpse of freedom which Barney had been afforded vanished in the dust. He looked at Holdall, bent to help him. What was he doing? If he finished off Holdall now, he could get away with it. He had just heard the two of them say it – no one else at the station was in on their suspicions. Perhaps there might be someone who'd come to talk to him after this, but no one who would know why these four were here. He could easily kill off Holdall, then walk away from it all.

He searched around on the ground, saw Holdall's gun. Picked it up, weighed it in his hands for a second, uneasily pointed it at Holdall.

Christ, he thought. This was a big step. Bloody huge. It was one thing accidentally killing your two work colleagues, another clearing up after your mad, psychotic mother. This was cold-blooded murder.

He stood over Holdall, the gun in his hand, his doubts careering around his head. Holdall opened his eyes, looked at him. Barney stepped back, immediately knew he wasn't going to pull the trigger. Barney was the man with the gun – and he was the one with the fear in his eyes.

Holdall eased himself to try to sit up, resting on his right arm, lessened the pain in his other shoulder. He looked at Barney, knew he wasn't going to shoot. So did Barney, and he lowered the weapon.

Holdall was already thinking. He looked around at the three other bodies. What the hell was there for him now? He'd just killed a police officer. How the hell could he explain this? His career had just vanished down the toilet inside two minutes; along with the rest of his life. Mrs. Holdall was going to be extremely pissed off.

'Looks like I'm in as much shit as you,' he said to Barney, looking up, away from the surrounding carnage.

Barney nodded, let the gun slip out of his fingers, fall to the ground. He hadn't thought about that.

'That was just about the stupidest thing I've ever seen in my entire life,' said Barney.

Holdall smiled, laughed. Bitter.

'Maybe we can do a deal,' he said, 'although, Christ, it'll have to be one hell of a deal to get us out of this.'

Barney nodded. Tried to think of something, but he didn't have a naturally devious mind. Completely out of his depth.

'It was your mother, right?' said Holdall.

Barney nodded again, surprise on his face. So they'd known anyway.

'And what about the other two?'

'I know it sounds hard to believe,' said Barney, 'but they were accidents. Both of them.'

Holdall nodded, smiled. 'You're right, it is hard to believe.'

There was a small noise behind Barney. A low groan. A wraith. The two of them turned. Jobson was leaning up on one arm, gun waving in his hand. It was difficult to tell which one of the two he was aiming at, and there was no time for anything other than the initial surprise.

The gun went off.

The shot caught Holdall full in the throat. He slumped back, his body a tangle of arms and legs on the rocks, finally dead.

Jobson aimed unsteadily at Barney, the gun still meandering from side to side. Barney could do nothing, feet of clay. Closed his eyes.

Again, the gun went off. The final explosion of noise in the night, and Jobson collapsed back onto the stones, his final effort.

Barney opened his eyes. It had been a wild shot, fired off into the cavernous darkness of night. He walked over gingerly, stood beside Jobson. Kicked at him gently, bent over to feel his pulse. He was no doctor, but he knew this. Jobson was dead.

Barney looked out over the water. It was difficult to see more than a few yards across the loch; thick mist, thick rain. He shivered in the cold, was once again aware of the clinging dampness of his clothes.

Go and check on the body you disposed of, that was what The Voice had told him on the phone. Well, he'd done it. He'd looked out over the loch and he knew Chris was still there.

Dead and buried, and the secret had just died with the four policemen on the lochside.

He swallowed, shivered again, and turned towards his car. It was time to go home.

Epilogue

––––––––
The cold weather had come earlier to Glasgow than usual, and although it was only the beginning of November, there was already a sprinkling of snow on the ground. However, it was unlikely it would last, as the cold freshness of night had given way to a harsh and bitter wind, bringing low cloud and drizzle.
In the shop there was a comfortable warmth, the gentle sounds of hair flopping quietly to the floor, easy chatter between barber and customer. There were three chairs being worked, and five people waiting, having  succumbed to their anticipatory trepidation, along the bench.

Barney was on the window chair, as he had been for eight months, cutting with his now legendary verve and panache. Next to him was Arnie Braithwaite, as steady and unspectacular as ever. Then there was an empty chair, and at the end a young lad who was the only person whom James Henderson had been able to get to replace himself. The shop had a grotesque reputation to live down after the events of the previous spring, and it had been difficult for James to find someone willing to come and work there.

In the end he'd settled for a twenty-one year old lad named Chip Ripkin, fresh from Ontario State Barber University. His hands were erratic, his style occasionally wayward. Some might have said he was the Marlon Brando of the shop, but even at his best he could never achieve that level of intensity. He could be great and he could be dreadful, but never was he magnificent and never would he produce the hair of kings.

No, if you were looking for that in the area, there was only one barber; one man; one pair of scissors. Some were saying that he was giving the best haircuts in Europe – although there was always someone else to point out how easy that was, as the second you crossed the channel you were accosted by limp-wristed, rubber-lipped French faggots, brandishing hair-dryers and family-sized cans of mousse. However, whatever his merits on the European stage, there was no denying that Barney Thomson was cutting hair like a dream. There were few who had tied it to the time when Wullie had been murdered and Chris had fled from Glasgow, although it had been noticed by one or two. Not that they minded or commented to anyone – they were all just happy to be able to get their hair cut by a man whose prowess was becoming legend. If Mohammed Ali had cut George Foreman's hair in Zaire in 1974, they were saying, this is how he would have done it.

Barney had walked away from the scene at the loch, stunned and disbelieving. He hadn't been sure that there would be no one else from the police to suspect him; had spent weeks waiting for them to turn up at the shop, or at his house, but it had never happened. Attention had been distracted from the serial murder case by the horrific – and as far as the press had been concerned, singularly impressive – events at Loch Lubnaig. Then, as attention had shifted back to catching the murderer, there had been more sightings of Chris Porter in London, and even, Barney had been delighted to see, in a small town near Brussels. It had all been more than he could have dreamed of. Now here he was, eight months later, cutting hair like the British conquered colonies of pygmies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and in charge of the day to day running of the shop.

Of the five people sitting along the wall waiting to get their hair cut, he could be pretty sure that at least three of them would be waiting for him, and possibly all five.

Consequently, he now cut hair as slowly as he could, making as much inconsequential chatter as he could manage along the way. Just because all these bastards were coming to him now, didn't mean that he'd forgotten the resentment of the past twenty years. It was a small gesture, but it was all he could do to make them pay. He hurried for no man, and every man waited on him.

Caught sight of himself in the mirror, felt pleased at how good he was looking these days. There was a light in his eye that hadn't been there since he'd first picked up a pair of scissors.

He turned his attention back to his customer. It had been slightly tricky to start with. A young Arab lad had come in, asking for an Anwar Sadat '67, a haircut of which Barney had no conception. The Anwar Sadat 'Camp David' was one of his old specialities, but this had been new to him. However, it turned out to be the same haircut under a different name. Piece of cake. And now he was slowly making his way through it, taking as long as possible around the ears, even though he could have done them in under twenty seconds, such was his new-found skill and confidence.

'Did you know,' he said to the chap, deciding that although he was going slowly, he wasn't going quite slowly enough, 'that the average male life expectancy in Russia is fifty-nine? What d'you make of that, eh? Fifty-nine!'

Kazeem Al-Sahel smiled, trying to look interested. He had read this stuff in a newspaper a few months earlier. Barney was probably going to mention the abortion rate next. 'You want an Anwar Sadat '67?' they had said to him in Cairo. 'Go to Barney Thomson. But be prepared to wait. And be bored shitless, be prepared to be bored shitless.'

'And you know, there are twice as many recorded abortions as there are births. And that's recorded abortions, mind. Jings knows how many actual ones there are.' Shook his head, waved the scissors about in the air a little. 'That not amazing? You wouldn't have thought it, now, would you? These folk can put people in space, after all.'

Kazeem smiled, thought about the weather. They had told him it would be cold but this place was incredible.

'But I'll tell you something. The life expectancy might be fifty-nine and all that, but have you noticed the age of all they senior politicians, eh? There's none of them died at fifty-nine, that's for sure. And you know why, don't you? Because they'll all get perfectly good medical facilities, won't they now? Aye, bloody right they will, while all their people are dying at fifty-nine. And that's just the average mind. Think how many must be dying younger than that.'

Kazeem affected a serious face, nodded in agreement again. This was unbelievable; but as he studied the progress of the haircut in the mirror, he had to admit that it was worth it. With hair like this he could get the pick of the babes in all the seedy bars in Alexandria.

A seat was pushed back and to Barney's right Chip's customer stood up, started fishing around in his pocket for some money. He had been given a beautiful, regulation, geometrically precise, US Marine haircut. Barney smiled, wondering if it had been requested. Assumed otherwise and that Chip had had to fall back on one of the old safety nets.

The man walked out looking reasonably unhappy, although it could have been because of the rain and wind he was just about to face. Chip turned to the customer at the head of the queue.

'All right, mate, you're up next.'

The man shook his head, nodded at Barney. 'That's ok, thanks, I'll wait for this fellow here.'

'Sure,' said Chip, unconcerned. He moved onto the next and then the next until he had worked his way down the line. All of them were waiting for Barney. He shrugged, sat down in his chair, put his feet up on the counter, and lifted a copy of a two-month old Toronto Sun which his mother had just sent to him. It seemed a man in Flin Flon, Manitoba had transmogrified himself into a lizard and couldn't change back.

Barney looked along the array of men waiting on him, allowing himself an even bigger smile. This was what he'd always wanted. Recognised a few of them as blokes who would have previously waited for Chris or Wullie at his expense, consciously made the effort to slow down even more. He had made a good job of that ear he'd just finished, but perhaps he should just go over it again. If he malingered properly, he could take nearly forty-five minutes over this particular haircut.

Snipped at an invisible hair, stood back to see how much of a difference it made to the overall shape of the head. As he did so, he spotted another few invisible hairs he still had to remove. This could indeed take a while after all, he thought to himself.

*** 

The young man picked up a flat stone, skimmed it across the surface of the water. It bounced five or six times, came to a stop, rested for a fraction of a second on the surface, sank. He looked at it for a while, then picked up another stone, threw it at the wrong angle, watched it plunge straight into the water.

He turned, started to wander along the shore of the loch. The hills rose up on the other side, the early winter snow beginning to show on the top of them. Around him, large branches lay on the rocky shore, evidence of the devastation caused by the bad storms of two days earlier.

He pulled his jacket collar up, close around his neck against the biting wind, looked at the sky. It was going to be raining soon, judging by the great swathes of low cloud beginning to sweep across from the west.

His mind was not on the weather, however. He was too busy thinking about Amanda Bagel – the girl who'd just dumped him for some big city shopfitter from Stirling. He had turned up in the bar in Callander one night with his fake Gucci watch, a sunbed tan and a couple of twenties in his wallet, and she'd fallen for him like he'd been Brad Pitt. God, they'd made him look stupid.

He was walking his dog, an enormous smiley Labrador called Bond, attempting to tell himself that it wasn't all that important. It would mean nothing in a couple of months. That was right, of course, but it was still difficult not to feel stupid and hurt. Particularly the way they had laughed at his Tie A Yellow Ribbon during the karaoke.

He lifted a large stone – short of a boulder but still heavy – and heaved it into the water. It hit with a satisfyingly loud splash, and he had to jump out of the way of the spray.

Away along the shore, Bond started barking. He spent most of his life barking, the big fella, but now it was with a little more gusto. He was pulling at a black bag, jumping around excitedly, frantically wagging his tail.

Andrew Marshall slowly walked along the shore towards him. He wasn't too interested, knew that Bond would bark excitedly if he found a prostitute in Bangkok.

As he approached, the dog sat down on the rocks beside the large, bound black plastic bags; tail going furiously, enormous grin on his face. Marshall stopped, patted Bond on the head.

'Good boy, Bond, what have you found here?'

Looked down at the large package, now loosely bound with thin rope. Didn't want to touch it with his hands. Kicked at it but it refused to reveal its secrets. Kicked harder.

The bag opened slightly, and then in slow motion an arm fell out, plopping onto the stones. Blue, deteriorated skin, but it was human.

Marshall stared at it for a second or two, then stepped back. Horror ran wild across his face. Wasn't thinking of Amanda Bagel anymore. Turned away and started to vomit heavily onto the damp stones.

On seeing the product of his discovery – such a magnificent reaction – Bond went into another frantic dance, bouncing around in circles, yapping loudly, his tail swirling extravagantly in the chill November air.
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A Chronologically Disadvantaged Prologue

––––––––
Brother Festus. An honest man. Weird name; honest nevertheless.
They'd called him a variety of things in school. Foetus. Fester. Fetid. Fungus. One Horse, although that's a completely different story. Neither had he been strong, the schoolboy Festus, and so he'd been teased and bullied, every aspect of his character remorselessly picked apart, exaggerated and turned into an object of ridicule. Hair too long, hair too short; wearing school uniform, not wearing school uniform; gunk in his ears, food in his teeth, gloop in his eyes, Y-fronts too big; no pubes, then later a thick forest of wiry agriculture; voice like a girl, voice like a moron; good at art, bad at tech; chipolata penis, hairy arse, breasts too big, testicles like peas, tongue like a Spam sandwich. Everything.

Somewhere there's a queue, and it's populated by comedians just waiting to tell another queue of talk show hosts that their comedy came from being bullied at school. Festus had tried that too, but he hadn't had the jokes, and so there'd been another reason to tease him.

Humour having failed, he'd retreated to that place in the head where everyone goes, but only the sad and solitary remain. And he had never left.

And so, time and bitter experience had brought him to the Holy Order of the Monks of St John, in north-west Sutherland, fifteen years prior to his imminent untimely death. An austere existence to accompany his austere thoughts, for life had taught this man never to attempt to expand his mind. It was a place where no one teased him, and no one cared about the idiosyncrasies which plagued his personality and appearance. He had found his home, a job to suit his underdeveloped intelligence, and people with whom he could associate. Brother Festus was in his element.

He'd arrived in the mid-eighties, and so easily missing the events of Two Tree Hill. He'd heard about them, of course. Low whispers in dark corners, though there was much which was left unsaid. Two Tree Hill; the very name caused Festus's stomach to churn at the personal memories it induced – the world's injustice against one man. A man alone, cast from society, as Festus had been himself.

And so, at this time of murder and terror, heartache and horror, the dichotomy of faith against reality, and the continuing serial of corpulent bloodshed, Brother Festus was about to be another victim. Not, however, of the man who wreaked vengeance for the iniquities of Two Tree Hill. Festus was about to fall victim to that other great serial killer – the act of God.

Festus swept the stairs. A small flight leading down into the main part of the abbey church. His brush moved ponderously across cold stone, his eyes never straying from the work he was about. He had to wash them next. Not his usual employment, but the new floor cleaner, Brother Jacob, had vanished. Festus was happy to sweep the floors and the stairs. Happy, in his own way.

The storm raged outside, every crack and joint and bolt and buttress ground its teeth in strained agony. Stained windows stood tight against the wind, inside the church nothing stirred. Not a draught blew, not a mouse roared, not a spider waved a forward leg, not a dog had its day. The strained quiet of the grave, statue and sculpture looking down on the back of Brother Festus as he bent to his work. God's work.

Sculptures of holy men, whose names had long since been dumped into the damned sepulchre of time; the Virgin Mary, sanguine and resigned to her place in history; a strange, lonely bemused Jesus at the Last Supper, with the disciples nowhere in attendance, while the son of God told his best parables – There was this bar, right, and in walked a Sadducee, a Pharisee and an Australian – and no one listened, but for a detached foot, the foot of Judas; the angel Gabriel, a good-looking guy, bearded and sad, eyebrow raised to some melancholy contradiction, a seraph's question as to the corruption of man and all that lies before him, a sculptor's vague musing on the limits of consequence; a bitter St Francis, the mad monk, scattering bread, a statement of his sexual desperation, his face lined with pain, his eyes scarred by the decades of frantic do-gooding, defying the black heart which lies within us all; and a substantial gathering of gargoyles, fine figures, their heads no more grotesque than comic caricature, the classic 1400s, pre-Reformation, Gothic Götterdämmerung. One of these, it would be, that would kill poor Brother Festus. By accident, indeed, or perhaps by the hand of God. For God's hands are, to quote some Italian gangster somewhere, pretty fucking big, you know what I mean?

Brother Festus moved slowly down onto the floor of the church. Cold stone, under which the bodies of buried Crusaders still lay, their names long since worn from the tombstones of opprobrium, so that most of the brothers were no longer aware of the bare skulls which stared up at them as they walked across the floor.

These were men who had died on the most unholy of Holy Crusades, men for whom the bell had tolled. A dagger in the guts, a scimitar drawn swiftly across the neck, hot oil poured into a tortured open mouth. They all watched Brother Festus, waiting to welcome him to their eternity of tortures.

Festus swept the floors.

What do monks think of when they are about mundane tasks?

God? His existence or otherwise? Deities in general? Some petty infatuation with one of the other monks, or with a long-remembered girl in a photograph which he keeps secreted beneath his mattress? Sport, perhaps, a metaphor for life which once tugged at him, gave him something to live for, so that years later he still recalls the missed birdie opportunity or the dropped catch at silly mid-wicket; the missed smash from the back of the court, the mistimed tackle; the perfect goal unbelievably ruled offside. Or maybe the average monk thinks of nothing as he sweeps the floor. His mind is blank, random visions and thoughts flickering minute distances below the surface, yet never seeing the light.

In that way, Brother Festus was entirely average, his mind an empty desert, thoughts for nothing. And so it was that he did not see the gargoyle, strangely misplaced from its perch upon high, where it had rested for over five hundred years. Resting and waiting; waiting for the opportunity to fall on an unsuspecting monk and to pierce his flesh. A monk like Brother Festus.

Festus swept the floor, mind a long way away. The gargoyle broke away from its base; the stone cracked noiselessly, a precise split. The sort of clean break that you would think only a master craftsman could achieve.

The fall was silent and swift. Five seconds earlier and it would have smashed into the floor in front of Festus; five seconds later and it would have missed him to the rear. But the timing was meticulous and, from on high, from the roof of the church, from the midst of the elaborate super-sculpture, from the gods, it came.

It was an interesting gargoyle, based at the time on a local farmer with a nose like a parsnip. Long, corrugated, and mild to the taste.

The gargoyle spun in free-fall, like a high-diver completing some elaborate octuple somersault, before the fall was sharply arrested as it thumped into Festus and the nose embedded itself into the back of his skull. And stayed there.

Festus collapsed to the floor, the gargoyle impaled upon him by the nose, so that he looked like a man with two heads. The blood seeped out slowly, running down his pallid cheeks and onto the floor; blood from Festus's head mixing with that from the gargoyle's bloodied nose.

Festus was dead. The Crusaders lay in wait below, anticipating the arrival of their brother. The abbey church was quiet. Not a mouse roared, not a dog had his day. And somewhere, somewhere, there may have been the sound of the architect of Festus's timely accident going about his business.

That Old Dead Cow

––––––––
'What d'you do at the weekend, then?'
'I can't believe the lift isn't working. Twelve sodding floors.'

'You don't think the council's got better things to do with their money than spend it on the bastards who live here? What d'you do at the weekend?'

'No wonder these places are riddled with low life. They build these sodding great monstrosities bloody miles from the nearest shop or pub. They've got nothing.'

'Don't give a shit.'

'Even the sodding lifts don't work. Imagine you're some single mum with three weans and ten bags of shopping.'

'The single mum's probably about sixteen, and the stupid wee slapper went and shagged some fifth year with a foosty moustache, just so she could get pregnant and get the house. What was she expecting? A bungalow in Bearsden? What d'you do at the weekend?'

'Nothing, same as every other weekend. You, however, sound like you've got something to tell me.'

'Did a bit of shagging.'

'I'm shocked. Who was it this time? Did you have to make do with Aud, or did you play away from home?'

'Well, you could say I played a home leg and four away legs at the same time.'

There was a brief pause in the conversation. They plodded past the third floor.

'You slept with your wife and four other birds at the same time?'

'Aye.'

'Bollocks!'

'Pure right I did. Bloody brilliant.'

'You shagged five women at the same time?'

'Aye. Orgasms all round, 'n all.'

'And what did Aud have to say about this?'

'She had the screaming thigh sweats for it. Loved it.'

'She loved it?'

'Aye.'

'She said that?'

'Aye.'

'Really? Aud? Actually said that she loved it?'

'Well, not in so many words, you know.'

'What did she say?'

'Well, nothing, but I could tell. Totally into it. Four women. She loved it.'

'And who were they?'

'Who?'

'What d'you mean who? These four mythical women that your wife was so delighted for you to sleep with that she joined in?'

'Just a bunch of women, you know. Women.'

'Just a bunch of women? Four women off the street? Four women you met in a bar? Four women you got out a Malaysian catalogue? Your cousins? Robert Palmer's backing band? The Bangles? All Saints? Who?'

'Just a bunch of women.'

'You're full of crap.'

'They were just women. I didn't get their names. I was snaking four birds at once and you think I gave a shite about what their names were?'

'So where d'you meet them?'

'In town.'

'In town? So, you were just walking down Argyll Street and you and Aud stumbled across four compliant women who all wanted to go to bed with both of you?'

'Aye.'

'On Argyll Street?'

'What? Well, all right, not Argyll Street. Some street.'

'Sauchiehall Street? Renfield Street? Walt Disney Street?'

'Piss off, Mulholland.'

'How often have you given evidence in court, Sergeant?'

'What are you saying?'

'You're making it up.'

'No way.'

'You're totally making it up.'

'Shite.'

'You're talking pish. You always talk pish when it comes to sex. Every time. You could talk pish for Nike, you. You're full of it. I can just see the advert for the new line of Nike sportswear for talking pish in, with you standing on some Brazilian beach, cheesy music in the background, and talking the biggest load of pish anyone's ever heard.'

'Ok, so it wasn't four.'

'How many?'

'Three.'

'How many?'

'It was three.'

'How many?'

'I'm telling you, it was three.'

'How many?'

'All right, it might've been two, but Aud was there 'n all, so that makes three.'

'Bollocks. How many?'

'Christ's sake, all right. It was two of them, and Aud doesn't know anything about it.'

'You are full of shite, Ferguson. Who were they?'

'Just a couple of birds.'

'Whores?'

'Naw!'

'You sure?'

'Naw! You think I can't score without paying for it?'

'Pay for it? I bet you nicked them and did a deal.'

Silence.

'There were still two of them, and it still counts.'

'You are a sad bastard, Sergeant.'

No reply. They got to the twelfth floor, walked with silent footfalls along the hall to the graffitied door. A cold wind blew in through the broken window at the end of the landing. A dog had left its calling card on the floor; a toy car with all the tyres removed waited patiently near by.

'You've got to get a grip, Ferguson. One of your superiors finds out about that kind of thing, you're fucked.'

'You're my superior.'

'Aye, well lucky for you I don't care. You ready?'

'Aye.'

Detective Chief Inspector Joel Mulholland knocked on the door. Somewhere inside, a glass was dropped on the floor.

*** 

'Get out of my face, you numpty-heided eejit!'

Ferguson pushed the man in the chest, forcing him back against the wall. Didn't get out of his face. An ugly face it was too; pockmarked, like wet cement that had been attended to by a child on a pogo stick. Lips like thin broken biscuits, moustache the neatly clipped hair of a German woman shot-putter's armpits.

'Numpty-heided eejit, Billy? Can you not do better than that? Is that as rude as that miniscule little napper of yours can think of?'

Billy McGuire gritted his teeth and stared at the ground. Ignored the hand still pushing at his chest, drifting to his neck.

'Come on, wee Billy, you know where the Big Man is. We all know you know, you know we know, just save us all the time and tell us.'

McGuire said nothing. Lips were sealed. Not any criminal code of conduct, however. If he remained silent, he'd get hassle from the police and possibly convicted of a minor offence or two. If he opened his mouth, he'd get his lips and nose nailed to the floor. He was constantly reminded of the fate of Wee Matt the Helmet, whose flaccid penis had been squeezed into the jaws of a double hole punch. These were not men to wrong.

'Sod it, Sergeant,' said Mulholland. 'Bring him in, see what we can do. No point in hanging around here.'

Ferguson grabbed McGuire by the collar and led him to the front door. Out onto the landing and then the slow trudge down the stairs, strange smells drifting up to meet them. They both knew this was just another pointless arrest. McGuire wouldn't talk. This day would see them no nearer the heart of the drugs racket they'd been chasing for the previous three months. Going through the motions.

'See that shite on the telly on Saturday night?' said Ferguson.

'What shite was that?' asked Mulholland. 'The shite where some bampot brags about having sex with twenty-five birds, when in fact all he did was pull his pudding to some soft-core crap on Channel 5?'

Unabashed. 'The Rangers. Load of pish. See all they bloody foreigners. If you're going to sign shite, you might as well sign Scottish shite. Just 'cause some eejit's got a name like Marco Fetuccini or Gianluca Spaghetti, doesn't mean they can kick a ball. Load of pish.'

Mulholland trudged down another flight of stairs. Thinking about the weekend. Another series of arguments; irrelevant, vapid and senseless. Just like the irrelevant, vapid senseless day which he was enduring now. Feeling sorry for himself. Imagined it was justifiably so.

'Didn't see it,' he said eventually. 

'Can't even beat Dundee,' said Ferguson. 'Absolute shite. Bloody St Johnstone at the top of the league. What a joke. We used to be one of the best countries in Europe, for Christ's sake. We used to win things. Now we're lucky if we can beat one of they mince sides from Latvia, with a name like Locomotive Tallinn, or Rice Krispies 1640.'

'Tallinn's in Estonia,' said Billy McGuire.

'You shut your face,' barked Ferguson. 'What do you know about football anyway? Fucking muppet.'

'Fitba',' said McGuire, 'wherein is nothing but beastly fury, and extreme violence, whereof proceedeth hurt, and consequently rancour and malice do remain with them that be wounded.'

Ferguson stopped. Mulholland, a few steps ahead, turned back.

'What?' said Ferguson.

'Thomas Elyot,' said McGuire.

'Thomas Elyot?'

'Aye.'

'Listen, Wee Man, you think I give a shite about Thomas Elyot? I'll give you Thomas Elyot, you bastard. Any more of that and I'll stick Thomas Elyot up your arse. Now shut it.'

*** 

They arrived at the station, pushing McGuire in front of them as they went. Ferguson walked in without a thought in his head. Work was work. Mulholland's heart sank every time he walked through the door. Dreamed of the day he could clear out his desk for the last time. Retire. Spend every day with Melanie.

Some dream.

'Book him, Sergeant. And if he quotes any more literature, you can kick his head in.'

'Stoatir.'

Mulholland went to walk past the front desk. Up the stairs to his office, his intention. Cup of coffee, a few minutes to relax. It was still early, the day lying ahead of him like a huge rotting animal in the middle of the road. The customary dead cow of a Monday morning.

'Chief Inspector?'

Mulholland stopped and turned.

'Sergeant?'

Sergeant Watson, the ugliest man ever to front a desk in a police station in northern Europe. Cheekbones like slabs of meat, Brobdingnagian nose, garrulous moustache wandering at outrageous tangents across his face; a face which had seen its share of excitement. Lips like slugs.

'M wants to see you,' he said.

Mulholland stared at the nose. The few minutes to relax had just disappeared.

'When?'

'Now.'

'One word, Sergeant,' said Mulholland, mood plummeting further. 'Rhinoplasty.'

'Fuck you, Chief Inspector,' said Watson.

And Mulholland headed up the stairs, humour on a rollercoaster which was permanently on a downward drop. Crap job, crap marriage, crap life. Looking for someone to take it out on. Better not make it the Superintendent, but once he was finished with him he could kick the shit out of McGuire.

He walked through CID, the usual bustle of activity. Phones ringing, people talking, paper piled high on desks. In the midst of it all, an oasis of calm; one of the sergeants with a magazine open in front of her. Cup of coffee in her right hand, left hand drumming out a beat on the desk. Reading an article entitled Why Men Are Crap At Sex, although he couldn't see it. Instant resentment. Why should she get to do what he was being prevented from doing? He stopped beside her desk.

'Nothing to do, Sergeant?' he asked.

Detective Sergeant Proudfoot raised her eyes. Mulholland was nothing to do with her. Had, on the occasion of station girls' nights, placed him in her top three list of guys on the force she'd take to bed, but it didn't mean she had to listen to him.

'It's getting done,' she said.

He stared, shook his head, finally walked off. It was like being a schoolteacher sometimes, he thought. Without the endless summer holidays. Bloody Erin Proudfoot; no good for the force, no good for its reputation. Ferguson might be a bigoted Philistine with fewer brain cells than sex organs, but at least he got the job done.

Worse than that, of course, he was attracted to Proudfoot. Thought she was lovely. Far more attractive than the bitter Melanie Mulholland, twisted wretch of his home life.

He stopped outside the Superintendent's office. Breathed in, let out a long sigh. What kind of mood would he be in today? How ridiculous was his Bernard Lee impersonation going to be? How many times would he use the phrase national security when talking about shoplifting from Woolworths in Partick?

Christ, there must be more than this, he thought, as he opened the door and walked into the tepid cauldron of pointless imagination.

*** 

Late on a Monday night, the monastery slept. Long before the death of Brother Festus, it began. While Joel Mulholland staggered home from the pub to an unhappy marriage; while Erin Proudfoot sat alone, crying her way through Fried Green Tomatoes...; while the monks lay secure in their beds, and while shepherds watched their flocks, one sheep was led astray and put to the sword.

A particularly gruesome death, this one, the first at the monastery. The blood pulsed from the severed artery for some minutes, ran along the cold stone corridor. Reached the worn, grooved steps in such volume that the first trickle grew and swelled until it became a miniature, ensanguined cascade, the warm red liquid tumbling gaily down the stairwell, turning it into a cruel and bloody parody of the Reichenbach Falls. And all the while, Brother Saturday lay with eyes open, body limp, becoming colder, the sensation still there although the first stroke of the knife had killed him.

The killer watched the blood flow, taking some pleasure in the cardinal flourish, the rich harvest of his revenge. His second victim, this, his second plunge of the knife into the velvet crush of human flesh, and the fevered excitement which he'd felt the first time, so many years earlier, was much greater now that he was so close to the object of his desire. The sweat still beaded on his lip, the hairs still rose excitedly on the back of his neck, the purple vein pulsed in his forehead; and the buzz electrified his body. He was not yet some high-roller of the serial killer brigade, in this for the heart-thumping indulgence of it all, and he was not yet ready to change his modus operandi; to dance with some other form of death. His motive was revenge, and the gratification would not be in the deed, but the outcome.

But all that would change.

Twelve men must die. Ten remained, although only three of those ten were known to him. He had come to the end of his search, and yet the rest remained hidden. It might well be time to take a greater vengeance than that which he had first anticipated. But he had yet to make any firm decision.

Lifting the body by the legs, he began to drag it backwards along the corridor. He reached the stairs and started to clump silently down. The body limply hugged the decline until the head arrived and then slowly, step by step, the skull thudded onto the hard stone, and the face of Brother Saturday contorted into a grotesque and disturbing smile.

A Load Of Balzac

––––––––
Tuesday morning. Another lousy day. Mulholland sat before his Superintendent for the second day in a row, listening to nothing at all. The rain against the window, maybe; the beating of his heart. There was a disgusting taste in his mouth and his head throbbed extravagantly; the result of four hours of gin during a futile night in the pub with Ferguson.
Detective Chief Superintendent McMenemy closed the file he'd been reading and looked up. Engaged Mulholland's eyes for a while without speaking. The usual routine.

'Late night?' he said eventually.

'Aye,' said Mulholland, a hoarse croak.

'Understand you had a little too much to drink.'

Mulholland laughed and nodded. Brilliant. How had he managed to work that one out?

'Gin,' he said.

'Girl's drink. Can't you drink whisky, laddie?' McMenemy grumbled, Mulholland gritted his teeth.

McMenemy, the man who would be M, sat back in his chair and stared across the great gulf of the desk. Mulholland held his gaze. There was no way the old man had brought him up here to tell him off for his drinking. More likely some pointless rebuke for all the time spent on the drugs thing with little to show for it.

'Have you been speaking to Ian Woods much?' McMenemy said.

Mulholland shrugged. This was different, he thought, immediately feeling uncomfortable.

'Woods? Had a few drinks the other night. All he wanted to talk about was the Barney Thomson business. Blaming Thomson for every crime being committed in Scotland, thinks everyone else is blaming him for not catching him yet.'

'Mmm,' said M. 'How d'you think he's holding up?'

Mulholland hesitated. Beginning to see the minefield into which he was being led. Couldn't say Woods was doing a brilliant job, because he just plain wasn't, but wouldn't do to denounce him either.

'All right, I think,' he replied. 'Thomson just seems to have vanished.'

'Exactly,' said M. 'He hasn't found him. The press are whipping themselves into a frenzy. You seen today's Record?'

Mulholland shook his head. M lifted the paper from beside the desk and tossed it across. Lock Your Doors, As Barber Goes On 20 City Crime Spree. After that he threw across the Sun. Police Flounder as Vicious Murderer Kills Two More. Then he finished with the Scotsman. Barney Thomson Shagged My Mum, Claims Medical Student.

'It's getting ridiculous,' said McMenemy. 'Entire bloody country's living in fear.'

'It's a load of mince,' said Mulholland.

'I know that. You know it. The fucking press know it, but they love this stuff, and we need to put a stop to it, and the only way we'll do that is by catching him.'

Mulholland nodded, said nothing. Knew what was coming.

'I'm taking Woods off the case and I want you to head up the investigation. We need results on this.'

Mulholland nodded. Remained taciturn. This kind of thing was always ugly in a station.

'It'll be hard on him,' said M, 'but there's no place for sentimentality. We need it cleared up before Christmas.'

'Right,' said Mulholland, deciding he ought to contribute. 'Ferguson and I'll get on it this morning. Go over everything Woods has done, see what he might've missed.'

God, he thought, shut up. For all that Woods was the Albion Rovers of criminal investigation, he wasn't going to have missed anything.

'I'm splitting you and Sergeant Ferguson up on this one. We don't want to lose sight of the progress you've made on the drugs thing. He'll stay on that, and I'll give him Constable Flaherty.'

Michelle Flaherty? Jesus, Ferguson was going to be wetting himself.

'You'll be working with Sergeant Proudfoot.'

Mulholland nodded. Kept the wry smile off his face. That was all he needed. A bloody dozy, layabout woman to nursemaid through the investigation.

'Right,' said McMenemy, 'I don't like to put undue pressure on anyone, but you've got ten days, Chief Inspector. Ten days.'

*** 

Detective Sergeant Erin Proudfoot spooned another sugar into her tea, then slowly stirred. She had almost come to the end of the article she was reading in a two-month-old Blitz! – How To Spot A Millennium Lounge Room Lizard. Had met enough of them to not need to read a magazine article on how to spot one. Still, it was slightly more informative than 51 Ways To Have Great Sex in A Helicopter.

The frenetic bustle of the station on a Tuesday morning continued around her, following a typical Glasgow Monday night. Six stabbings, two rapes, fourteen break-ins, thirteen car thefts, one defeat for Partick Thistle. She had been allocated one of the less serious stabbings and was waiting for the woman in question to be brought in for questioning. Senga-Ann Paterson, seventeen. Rejected by her boyfriend, the father of her two children, a rejection she'd dealt with by stabbing him in the testicles with a knitting needle. When he'd been hospitalised the previous evening, the police had released her because there was no one else to look after the children, and they weren't sure the boyfriend would be pressing charges. One operation, and one removed testicle later, there was no doubt. She was being brought in.

Besides that, Proudfoot had four calls to make, following up an alleged insurance fraud, plus fourteen reports to complete from ongoing investigations. Her in-tray was piled high.

She turned the pages of the magazine. Past the adverts for generic perfume that would help express your individuality, and wafer-thin sanitary towels. Stopped at the picture of a stick-like figure with blonde hair and legs which went all the way up: headline, Gretchen Schumacher – The New Eastern Uberchick On Why She Prefers Men To Strudel. Shook her head, tossed the magazine onto her desk. Another five minutes gone. Lifted the phone and dialled the number for Lloyds insurance in London. 

'Haw, Erin?'

She turned towards Sergeant Ferguson, phone cupped to her ear, raised her eyebrows.

'Your knitting needle bird's downstairs. Room Three.'

'Thanks.'

She turned back to her desk, hung up the phone just as it was answered. Closed the file she had on her desk, stuck it back in her tray, lifted her tea and headed downstairs.

*** 

'You're sure you don't want a lawyer present?'

Senga-Ann Paterson raised her eyes and stubbed the butt of her cigarette, smoked all the way to the filter, into the ashtray, then let out a long sigh.

'I says I didn't.'

Proudfoot nodded, studied the paper in front of her. Tried to stop herself looking at the three safety pins which dominated Paterson's nose.

'Very well, Senga.'

Here goes, she thought. Maybe I don't enjoy interviewing anymore either. In the wrong job, but what else was she going to do? An artists' agent, maybe. Sign that sexually deprived idiot Ferguson up as her first act. He could be a stripper or something. The Polis Plonker. The Dangling Detective. Sergeant Sausage.

'Do you know why you've been brought in?'

Paterson chewed some Wrigley's Juicy Fruit. Proudfoot got a whiff of it, mingled with tobacco. Delicious.

'To give us a reward for fighting back against the tyranny of evil men?'

Proudfoot tapped her pen. Nice try.

'Not as such. You're here because James McGuiness has had to have a testicle removed...' – she paused for the ejaculation of laughter – 'as a result of the injury he received from a knitting needle yesterday evening.'

Paterson laughed. Proudfoot tapped her pen on the desk.

'It's a serious business, Senga. Aggravated assault. You could be looking at seven years in prison.'

'No chance, missus. Not with my two weans to look after.'

'They'll be taken into care, found foster homes.'

Laughter was replaced by indignation. Desdemona and Chantelle were all Senga-Ann Paterson had.

'Christ, it's not as if the muppet didn't deserve it. He's lucky I pure didn't get them both.'

Proudfoot held the pen upside down between her second and third finger. Tapped. Had The Girl From Ipanema playing in her head. Stopped tapping before she had to arrest herself.

'Did you stab James McGuiness in the testicle with a knitting needle on Monday evening?'

'What? What are youse asking me that for? Youse know I stabbed him. I'd do it again, 'n all.'

You might not want to say that to the judge, thought Proudfoot. Didn't care. She'd had enough of the likes of Senga-Ann Paterson.

'Why did you do it?'

Paterson fumbled another cigarette from the packet. Her white fingers shook. Nervous; bitter. She lit up, thin lips sucking. Hollow cheeks.

'Why d'you think? He's a pure bastard. You know what he went and done?'

'Go on.'

Paterson opened her arms in an expansive gesture, almost setting fire to the curtain behind.

'He went and shagged Ann-Marie.'

'Oh.' Should have known. 'And she is...?'

'She was my best pal. Still is, I suppose. I mean, I'm not blaming her, or nothing. James is a brilliant shag, 'n that. It's every slapper for herself out there. He shouldn't have shagged her, but.'

'When was this?'

'Saturday night. I'm stuck with the weans watching the telly, thinking he's down the boozer with his mates. You know, Arnie the Baptist and Bono and No Way Out and that lot. But he's not, he's snaking my best mate!'

'How did you find out?'

Long, nervous draw on the cigarette. The chewing gum smacked inside her mouth. As she exhaled, Proudfoot could see it through the smoke, passing between tongue and teeth.

'Would you credit that Ann-Marie phones us up and tells us. Gallus as hell. I'm pure raging and she's talking about what a brilliant shag he is. Jesus, you think I don't know that? What else am I going to be doing with him? You think it's for his looks? You seen him?'

'Not yet.'

'Pure stank. Looks like yon bastard on Beauty And The Beast. You know, the big ugly cunt.'

Proudfoot nodded. That would be the Beast, then. Couldn't get Ipanema out of her head. Started tapping the theme from Mission Impossible to try to shift it.

'You confronted him with this?'

Paterson rolled her eyes.

'Pure right I did. And you know what he says? You know? He says, "There is no infidelity when there has been no love." I mean, can you believe the neck of the guy? Quoting Balzac of all people. Cheeky cunt.'

A knock at the door. It opened. Proudfoot turned.

'Up the stairs, Sergeant. Two minutes.'

The door closed, Mulholland was gone.

Proudfoot turned back to Paterson and shrugged.

'Got to go, Senga. We can continue this later.'

'That you getting your arse kicked?'

Proudfoot smiled. 'I doubt it,' she said, although she wondered what was going on. Maybe she could sign Mulholland and Ferguson up as a double act. The Delinquent Dicks. The Bratwurst Brothers.

She stood up. Said, 'Interview suspended at nine twenty-five,' and switched off the tape machine. The two women looked at each other.

'Balzac, eh?' said Proudfoot.

Paterson nodded. Thin face, a slight movement of the safety pins. Pink hair.

'You might get off yet.'

*** 

She sat across the desk from Mulholland, trying not to look at him. Annoyed at herself for finding him attractive. Had never gone for authority figures, but he was young for his position, as was she herself. Beneficiaries of the vacancies at the station, caused by the slaughter of four detectives the previous March.

He looked up. Eyes that changed colour with the light.

'Busy?' he asked. This was work, and he couldn't sit there feeling stupid just because he disliked her and fancied her at the same time.

Daft question, she thought, although it was probably pointed. Couldn't remember the last time she hadn't been busy.

'The usual crap, sir,' she said. 'Insurance fraud, assault, knitting needle in the testicle. The normal stuff.'

Mulholland winced, said, 'Aye, I heard about that.'

Paused, tapped the file in front of him. The poisoned chalice.

'Something come up?' asked Proudfoot.

Mulholland nodded slowly, a slight movement of the head.

'Barney Thomson,' he said.

Oh. Barney Thomson. She bit her lip; her heart beat a little faster. She knew all about Barney Thomson. Everyone in Scotland knew all about Barney Thomson. The Barber Surgeon.

'What about him?'

'He's ours.'

Ours?

'How d'you mean that exactly?'

'Ours. Yours and mine. You and me have to find him.'

We're not a couple, she thought. Ferguson will be pissed off. Masterson as well. Hated it when one of his DSs got taken.

'What about Ferguson?'

'M wants a woman on the case. We all know he's anal about the fact he's got no female DCIs. You're the closest he's got, so you're on it. With me.'

'What about Woods? I thought it was his case?'

Mulholland breathed deeply, stared at the floor. Felt pity for Woods. He was an idiot, but you had to give people the chance.

'You know what M's like. Woods has had two weeks. The boss is like a football chairman whose team loses its first two league games. So, Woods is out on his ear, I'm next in line.'

Proudfoot nodded. No surprise. She considered Woods a nice enough bloke, but effectively brain-dead. Everyone knew it. The chances of him finding a nefarious mastermind like Barney Thomson were virtually nil.

'Is Masterson not going to be pissed off?'

'Doubt it,' said Mulholland. 'He'll probably get Jack Hawkins, someone like that. He's a misogynist bastard anyway. He'll love having a bloke to play with instead of you.' Unconscious pun, potentially true with Masterson. 'Anyway, this is it. The Barney Thomson file. Pop quiz, Sergeant. Thirty seconds, everything you know about the man.'

She breathed deeply, gathered her thoughts.

'Right. Killed his two colleagues. Don't remember their names. May have killed six others, but there's some talk of it having been his mother. Not sure.'

Mulholland tapped the file again. 'The mother's looking favourite. Least, that's what Woods has come up with. Whatever, if she killed them, it was the son who disposed of the bodies.'

She nodded, presumed she was expected to pick up the story. 'He made it look as if one of the guys he worked with was the killer. Porter, that was it. Left all the other bodies to be found, disposed of his. The investigating officers at the time all thought they were looking for Porter. And they all ended up dead.'

'Aye, bloody right they did. Besides Loch Lubnaig...'

'Which is where Porter's body turned up two weeks ago.'

'Exactly. So, did those four officers shoot each other as the inquest found, or did Barney Thomson do it?'

She shook her head. Looked down. She'd liked Robert Holdall, had had a brief thing with Stuart MacPherson.

'It's all circumstantial, though,' she said. 'Has Woods produced anything solid?'

'Everything he's got is right here, but nothing concrete. All we have to go on is that the minute Porter's body was found and Woods turned up to interview him, Thomson did an OJ Simpson. We need to find him.'

She nodded. Sounded right. You don't run unless you've got something to run from. She'd been avoiding reading the papers, avoiding talking about him at the station. She had enough crime in her life without adding to it. But sooner or later it had been bound to come her way.

'Where do we start?'

Mulholland pushed the file towards her across the desk.

'You start by having a look at this. Take your time. Later on this morning we'll go and talk to the wife. Agnes. See what she's got to say for herself. You never know with these people. After that we're going to Inverness. Thomson withdrew money from a machine up there on the first evening he went missing. That's just about all we've got.'

'Surely Woods went up there. The locals must've looked into it?'

Mulholland sat back, shrugged. 'Aye, but not the Chief Super's latest all-star crime-fighting duo.'

'Brilliant. Batman and Batgirl.'

'Aye.'

They stared across the desk at one another. Tried to ignore the singular mixture of contempt and attraction. Enough complications in life without having that kind of thing getting in the way.

'Right then. Get back to the Batdesk and read up on this guy before we go after him.'

Proudfoot lifted the file; their eyes met across the desk. A moment, nothing said, and she turned and walked from the room.

The door closed, Mulholland was left alone in silence. A crap job; a miserable wife; dumped with Barney Thomson; landed with Erin Proudfoot. He sat in the same chair that a year earlier had been occupied by Robert Holdall, and felt Holdall's ghost crawl slowly down his spine.

Drama At Patagonia Heights

––––––––
'But, Bleach! Surely you knew that Wade was married to Heaven before he fell in love with Summer? That was why Solace left Fox for Flint before she ran off with Lane!'
Bleach staggered; her hands covered her eyes. Oh, what a fool she'd been! All those years loving Wade, all those years denying Zephros, which had finally forced him into the arms of Saffron, only to discover that Dale had been lying about his relationship with Leaf and that Moonshine had given birth to River's baby, Persephone.

Bleach leant back against the hard kitchen table – the table where once she had been loved by Bacon. Her eyes glazed over, she began to sob. Her chest heaved, her lips contorted, the late morning sun shafting in through the ornate New England window highlighted the grey hairs in her fringe. Tears streamed down her cheeks, great rivers of water, turning her face into a cruel burlesque of Angel Falls.

Through the flood she stared at Taylor, the bearer of bad news. Never shoot the messenger, wasn't that the cliché? Well, damn them, thought Bleach. Damn all messengers!

Slowly, with unbearable tension, she pulled the .7mm Beretta from her pocket. She aimed directly at Taylor's heart. Taylor gasped.

'Why, Bleach!' she exclaimed. 'This is so unlike you. Have you seen your therapist today?'

'Hah!' blurted Bleach. 'Eat dirt, Bitchface!'

And, with the credits rolling at the close of the most exciting episode of Herniated Disc Ward B in living memory, as the gun had begun to shake in Bleach's trembling hands, the doorbell rang. Agnes Thomson stared at the door, heaved a long sigh.

'Jings oh,' she said. 'Not a moment's peace in two weeks.'

She pressed stand-by. The television blinked and fizzed to the dead grey screen. It was another twenty minutes before the start of Patagonia Heights; however, as with all the other shows to which she was addicted, the magic had evaporated from what had previously been an ecstatic forty-three minutes.

She opened the door to a man in his late thirties, a woman a little younger. Police. Written all over them. The latest in a long line. The man held forward his badge.

'Detective Chief Inspector Mulholland. This is Detective Sergeant Proudfoot. Mrs Thomson?'

Agnes Thomson nodded. Had long since tired of telling these people where to go. Understood that the only way to get rid of them quickly was to co-operate. The quicker they realised she knew nothing of her husband's whereabouts, the quicker they moved on.

'Come in,' she said, voice weary. Her life had changed in ways she had not imagined. Not in her worst nightmares.

Proudfoot and Mulholland followed her into the flat, through the small hall into the lounge, a room smelling of a warm and dusty television. She sat down, indicated the sofa. They looked around the room as they took their seats. An untidy room; dust on the tables, a collection of cups and plates beside Agnes's seat. The seat from which she sat and watched soap after pointless soap. Catastrophe Road blending into Bougainvillea Plateau blending into Penile Emergency Ward 8.

Proudfoot felt the instant depression. Rarely failed to be depressed when she visited someone else's house in the course of her duties. She'd read the reports, believed that Agnes Thomson knew nothing of her husband's murderous activities or his present location. This was a duty call.

Mulholland recognised a life in tatters. Was not to know that this had been an empty life even before Agnes Thomson had discovered that her husband butchered human flesh.

'I realise you've spoken to many of my colleagues, Mrs Thomson,' said Mulholland. 'We're new to the case, we have to go over everything again, see if there's been something missed.'

Agnes smiled. A rare moment of insight. 'Can't find him, eh? Kicked that muppet Woods off the case? Not surprised. Yon eejit couldn't find shite in a sewer.'

Mulholland stared at the carpet, Proudfoot tried not to laugh. Woods in a nutshell.

'Could you tell us about the last time you saw your husband?' asked Mulholland. Didn't look her in the eye. Picturing Woods up to his thighs in water, wearing industrial gloves and a gas mask, searching for elusive faeces.

She had answered the question many times, the words a well-practised monotone. Just refused to tell it to the newspapers, and finally they had given up camping on her doorstep.

'That Tuesday morning. About eight o'clock. I was eating breakfast, watching the telly. It was the final episode of Calamity Bay, you know. I'd taped it from the night before, 'cause I was watching Only The Young Die Young.'

'Oh, aye, I saw that episode,' said Proudfoot. 'The one where Curaçao had the sex change operation so she could impregnate Gobnat.'

Agnes nodded. Didn't smile in recognition.

'Barney?' said Mulholland, trying to reclaim the conversation.

Proudfoot shook her head. 'No, Barney wanted to marry New Orleans, but she was engaged to Flipper.'

A pause. Pursed lips. A raised eyebrow.

'Oh,' said Proudfoot.

'Your husband, Mrs Thomson?'

Agnes didn't need to think.

'We didn't say much at breakfast,' she said. 'In fact, we didn't say anything at breakfast. Never did. Didn't talk much, that was just us.'

Go and see the wife again, M had told him. Woods might have missed something.

Mulholland nodded. There was nothing to miss. Wondered if the rest of the investigation would mirror this moment. Asking questions already asked, receiving well-trodden answers. A pointless round, an unbroken circle. At some stage he would be kicked off the carousel and some other poor bastard would be put in charge. That was how these things went. Thomson might have just disappeared, never to be heard from again.

'There was nothing different that morning? No casual comment, he didn't pack a bag? Eat a little more than usual, wear different clothes? Anything?'

'Tell you he was going to Bermuda and that he'd never see you again?' added Proudfoot. Drew a look from Mulholland.

Agnes shook her head. The same old questions, put in the same old way. The futile circle.

A thought occurred. She put her fingers to her mouth, stared at the ceiling. A vague light came to her eye.

'You know, now that I finally think about it, I think he might've said something about whether he needed a visa for to go to the Seychelles. Aye, I think it was that.'

Proudfoot and Mulholland leant forward, curious. It couldn't be this easy.

'The Seychelles?' said Mulholland. 'Are you sure?'

Agnes looked a little unsure, then said, 'I think so. Maybe it was Saltcoats.'

A pause.

'You're taking the piss,' said Mulholland.

'You are a detective.'

Mulholland kept the expletive in check.

'This is a serious business, Mrs Thomson. Very serious. Your husband stands accused—'

'Look, I know fine well what he stands accused of, all right? It's my life, not yours. But I know nothing about it, nothing about where he is now. I've told fifty of you. Would you just please leave me alone?'

They sat and stared at one another. There were other questions to be asked, but Mulholland knew there was little point. And of all the people who would've suffered through the previous two weeks of hysterical press speculation, Agnes Thomson would have suffered more than anyone. The husband disappears, the wife is left behind to face the music.

'Look, why d'you not just accept it? Barney left the shop that morning to get a sandwich. He comes back, sees your lot all over the place like a blinking rash, 'cause you'd charged in like you were rounding up the flipping Mafia, and for whatever reason, he legs it. I know how it looks, but if you want my opinion, I doubt he ran because he'd murdered anybody. My Barney was too stupid for that. Too bloody stupid.'

Mulholland sat back, looked at the floor. You were told so many lies in the job; along the way you developed an instinct for the truth. How well the instinct developed led to how good a copper you were. He liked to think he could always tell. Truth or lies.

Agnes Thomson was telling the truth. They were wasting their time.

'So, you haven't heard from Barney since he disappeared?' he asked. Had to.

Agnes drew her breath, shook her head. 'No,' she said, 'I haven't.' If they'd never made the effort to speak when they lived together, why should they now that they didn't?

'You'll let us know if you hear from him?'

She shrugged. The interview was over, she stared at the blank television screen. Almost time to lose herself again. 'Might,' she said. 'Might not.'

Mulholland and Proudfoot stood up. That was about as much as they could expect. Why should she tell them anything?

She looked up at them. The eyes said it all, and the two police officers turned away and saw themselves to the door. When they had gone, she sat alone, staring at the television. Her hand rested beside the remote control, but it was a long time before she pressed the button.

*** 

'What d'you think?'

Mulholland shrugged. 'We were wasting our time. And from the absence of the press, I think that that lot obviously realised it a lot more quickly than we did.'

They walked on down the stairs in silence. Holdall and MacPherson must have walked these stairs, thought Proudfoot. A shiver scuttled down her back, even in this broad light of day. She tried to think of something else, but kept seeing MacPherson's face. Could feel him.

'Inverness?' she asked, as they emerged into a bleak Glasgow afternoon.

'Not now. Tomorrow morning. We can visit the barber's shop now, check it out. The Death Shop From Hell, or whatever it is the Record's calling it. Tick another wasted interview off our list.'

Mulholland looked away up the street, along the line of cold, grey tenements. This was all there was to police work. Trawling around depressing streets, speaking to pointless, disinterested people with nothing to say and nothing to give you other than disrespect.

'Brilliant,' he muttered under his breath, as he got into the car.

That Whole Life Thing

––––––––
'Forasmuch as it hath pleased Almighty God of His great mercy to take unto Himself the soul of our dear brother here departed, we therefore commit his body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal life.'
Words hung in the cold air, then disappeared in the mist which evaporated before the Abbot. The monks, slightly over thirty in number, watched the hard dirt bounce on the lid of Brother Saturday's coffin before settling with a cold finality. Three deep around the grave they stood, heads bowed in solemn prayer and sorrow; all but one.

Edward; Ash; Matthew; Jerusalem; Joshua; Pondlife; Ezekiel; Mince; Festus; and so on around the grave they stood. Lost in sadness, unaware that many more of them would die, and that Festus's upcoming gargoyle in the head would be but one death among a great legion of others.

It had been nearly eleven years since they lost one of their number to that fell sergeant, Death. Mammon, the evil succubus of fornication, and the lure of a comfortable life had taken their toll in that time; but not Death. Not since Brother Alexander had fallen from the escarpment around the third floor of the abbey.

The Abbot opened his eyes from one last silent prayer, and then, head low, began the short walk back down the hill to the shelter and slender warmth of the monastery. Two steps behind, an ecclesiastical refugee from the Secret Service, Brother Herman, brown hood drawn up around his head, sunken eyes watching the Abbot's back, long white face. Hooked nose, the beak of some deranged bird of prey, Brother Herman suspected everyone. Whoever it was who had plunged the knife into the neck of Brother Saturday, who had held it there while Saturday had wriggled and squirmed away his final seconds, who had watched the blood flow along the corridor and down the weeping steps, must not now be allowed access to the Abbot.

None shall pass, thought Brother Herman. None shall pass.

As their feet crunched into the frosted snow, the remainder of the assembly stared into the grave. Thoughts of death and murder and God and resurrection and everlasting life. A test of Faith; at a time like this, how many of them truly believed? The snow-covered hills rose around them, reaching to a blue sky, pale in the anaemic light of dawn. And over the hills, in the middle distance, the bitter sea washed upon a barren winter shore.

One by one they paid their last respects and headed off slowly back to the austere grey building that was their home. Breakfast awaited. Two remained behind, burdened with shovelling the hardened dirt over Saturday's coffin. Pale brown wood, soon to be home to God's final act of desecration upon the human body.

They stood with spades at the ready, waiting for the others to return to the monastery before beginning their task; the last kick of the ball in the football match of Saturday's life. The younger man, his face unfolded, thoughts elsewhere. His lips betrayed a knowing smile; an acceptance of fate – what would be done, was done. Tonsured head, hair a little long at the back. Could do with a cut, thought the other man. Older. Face creased with worry, full head of hair, greying with years.

The last monk disappeared from view. They glanced at one another; it was time. The younger one dug his shovel into the waiting pile of dirt. The older man took a look around him – the path leading from the graveyard to the monastery; the surrounding forest, trees white with snow; the low hills, which doomed the monastery to the pit of the glen and the bitter wind which howled through; the distant edge of the freezing waters of Loch Hope – then bent his knee and thrust his shovel into the dirt.

Already their hands were numb with cold, yet aching with an insistent pain. Brother Steven shovelled the dirt without emotion, knowing not the burden of his work. He was content to do as he was bid, even though, being neither the newest monk nor the youngest, he should not have been called upon to perform the task of the gravedigger. For this he had his unquiet tongue to thank.

He glanced at the older man, who was performing his task with grim determination. Not for Brother Steven to know that this man, the latest addition to their complement, had become used to death in all its iniquitous guises.

'So, what brings you here, Brother Jacob?' he asked the older man, continuing to shovel dirt slowly, monotonously.

Barney Thomson, barber, hesitated. A man on the run, a man with a dark past. Secrets to hide. He shovelled. 'Not sure,' he replied eventually. 'Just needed something different, you know?'

Brother Steven nodded, tossed another pile of dirt into the grave. The top of the coffin was now completely obscured. Brother Saturday was gone.

'Got you,' he said. 'It's that whole vicissitude thing. The basic need for something new. We all feel it. It's like Heraclitus says: "Everything flows and nothing stays...You can't step twice into the same river." It's why I'm here.'

Barney stared, Steven shovelled, knowing smile on cold blue lips.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Right.'

Barney had never heard of Heraclitus. Wondered if he'd played centre-forward for some Greek football team. Doubted it. Had to accept that he had come to a new world, after twenty comfortable years in the barber's shop. Not all conversations would be about football.

'So, what are you running from, Brother Jacob?'

Steven rested on his shovel, looked through the mist which had formed from his words. Barney felt the beating of his heart, but realised that Steven could not possibly know his secrets. None of these monks could know. He tried to sound casual. 'Life,' he said.

Steven laughed and began once again the slow and steady movement of his spade. Barney wondered if he'd said something funny.

'Life, eh?' said Steven, shaking his head. 'Oh, yes. That thing we do.'

Barney felt uncomfortable. A hand on his shoulder. Before he began to shovel he saw a bird of prey in the distance, hovering, searching the snow-covered ground for breakfast. The sparrow-hawk fancied some bacon and lightly scrambled egg, but accepted that he would probably have to settle for a vole or a mouse. If he was lucky.

Could be an eagle, thought Barney, for he did not know birds of prey.

'But the thing about life,' said Steven from behind his shovel, 'is that no matter how far you run, my friend, there's no getting away from it.'

Brother Steven tossed dirt with methodical abandon. Barney Thomson stared into the grave.

We Will All Lie in the Same Grave

––––––––
Mulholland tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, watching the rain on the windscreen. In the car park at Stirling services. Waiting for Proudfoot; paying for petrol, buying magazines, chocolate, drinks, music and everything else they had to offer. Expecting her to return to the car wearing a new outfit and carrying a flat-packed kitchen unit.
Preoccupied with thoughts of Mrs Mulholland. On hearing that he'd been ordered to travel north on police business, possibly for a few days, she had issued the classic ultimatum: if you go, I won't be here when you get back. Considered herself a police widow. Saw the prospect of becoming a real widow if her husband had to come up against that evil monster, Barney Thomson. Would take this opportunity to stay with her sister in Devon, and not just for a week or two. His tapping on the steering wheel became a tight grip as he thought about what else, besides her sister, might keep Melanie in Devon. But then, would he be that bothered if she never returned? Confused. Jealous and disinterested at the same time.

The car door opened and Proudfoot climbed in, preceded by a cold blast of air, a gallon of rainwater and a bulging bag of merchandise. Closed the door, buckled up.

'What's the matter with your face?' she said.

Mulholland grunted, didn't want to look as if he'd been thinking about his wife. Started the engine.

'You took your time,' he said.

'Just buying a few things,' she said. Started unloading as they pulled out of the service station. 'Everything we'll need for the journey to Inverness.'

'It's only a couple of hours, Sergeant.'

'Might get stuck in the snow.'

'It's pishing down, for God's sake.'

'Not up north. It's a snowfest up there.'

'Bloody hell.'

Onto the roundabout, then back down to the motorway. Driving a blue Mondeo, heating on full, windscreen wipers frenetic. The M9 mobbed with trucks and lorries and people heading north so that they could escape the winter and be somewhere even colder. He settled in the outside lane and his car disappeared beneath the spray from articulated lorries.

'What did you get for all this snow we're going to get stuck in? A couple of sleeping bags? A tent, thermal underwear, socks, a flask of tea and some flares?'

She opened the bag, started lifting out items. He kept his eyes on what little of the road he could see, so that they didn't die before Barney Thomson had the chance to kill them.

'Got a bacon, egg and tomato.'

'A sandwich, eh? That'll keep us warm.'

'A turkey ham and lettuce.'

'Turkey ham? I never understood that as a concept. Is that like some weird bird/pig crossbreed?'

'I'm ignoring you.'

He passed the final monstrous juggernaut in his path and settled into the inside lane, his view now marginally less obscured than it had been. Didn't realise, but had already stopped worrying about Melanie.

'I also got a brie and black grape and an egg and spinach.'

'Bloody hell. How far north d'you think Inverness actually is?'

'You don't have to eat any of them. Got a couple of cans of Coke, an Irn Bru and a bottle of water.'

'If we run out we can always stop at the side of the road and melt some snow on the bonnet.'

'Four packets of crisps, three chocolate bars, this month's Blitz! and a Simply Red tape.'

He laughed, diced with death by holding up his fingers in the sign of the cross.

'Not in this car,' he said. 'This is not an elevator.'

'Piss off!'

'Sergeant.'

Proudfoot gritted her teeth, shut up. Settled back in her seat, cracked open the brie and black grape and a can of Irn Bru, rested the Christmas edition of Blitz! on her knee. A few seconds, then she glanced out the corner of her eye.

'Sandwich, then?'

'As long as you don't think it's a trade.'

She handed him the turkey ham and lettuce, they steamed through the rain towards the Dunblane bypass. They thought their private thoughts. Vague feelings of disquiet at the outside possibility of coming up against the infamous Barber Surgeon. Would they each die a horrible death? Ferguson had told Proudfoot he wasn't sure if he'd be able to identify her body if she'd been reduced to twenty packets of frozen meat. All charm.

The visit to Henderson's the barbers the previous day had been as unhelpful as their entire investigation threatened to be. Three barbers – James Henderson, Arnie Braithwaite and Chip Ripkin – none of whom had had any insight into the disappearance of Barney Thomson. They had plenty of opinions and handy hints on what to do to him should he ever be found – Henderson in particular having several innovative suggestions regarding Barney's scrotum – but nothing that was actually of any help. They'd left after an hour, aware that there was nothing new to be gleaned about Barney Thomson in Glasgow. It was Inverness or nothing; and more likely, Inverness and nothing.

Mulholland had considered stopping off in Perth to speak to the suspect's brother, Allan. Had chosen to make a phone call instead, as he'd thought it might be a waste of time. Suspicions confirmed. Allan and Barbara Thomson had changed their surname, and it hadn't been until Mulholland had threatened to arrive on his doorstep with the full weight of CID that Allan had even admitted knowing Barney. However, he'd had little to concede beyond that – and he had not been lying – and after fifteen minutes' fruitless discussion, the brother had had to retire to share a bottle of £4.95 Chilean Chardonnay – fruity with a hint of lighter fluid – with his wife.

'So, what does Blitz! have to say for itself, then? Usual stuff about how to have an orgasm with a staple gun?'

Proudfoot licked some Irn Bru from her lips, turned back to the cover. He glanced over at the photo of the pale Bic, wearing midnight-maroon lipstick.

'Not that far off,' she said. 'We've got, Jet Ski Sex – 1,001 Great Positions. Tantric Sex – Don't Think About It, Just Do It! Cindy Crawford On Learning To Live With A Big Spot On Your Face. Ukranian Catalogue Hunks – The Best Thirty Quid You'll Ever Spend.'

'You're making those up,' said Mulholland.

'Sadly no. Want to hear the rest?'

'Might learn something.'

'Getting The Most From Your Dildo. How To Spot A Multiple Orgasm. Toothpaste Tube Masturbation – We Test All The Well-Known Brands. Johnny Depp's Armpits – Hairy, Horny & Yours For A Fiver. Men And Sex – Why You Might be Better Off With A Doughnut. That's just about it.'

'A doughnut?'

'I missed one. Why I've Had It With Men – Gretchen Schumacher Tells All.' She shook her head. 'I don't know, what d'you think of Gretchen? Just looks like a stick of rhubarb with nipples to me.'

'A doughnut?'

'All these supermodels are the same these days. The older ones with the boobs are all right, but these new ones. A bunch of wee lassies. Horrible. Most of them look ill.'

She let out a long sigh, opened up the mag to the Johnny Depp article. Mulholland sat in the outside lane again, passing a stream of octogenarian Sunday drivers, defying convention by going out midweek.

'A doughnut?'

She ignored him. They drove on in silence.

Time passed, rain fell, cars were overtaken, cars got in the way, cars sped by in the outside lane. For all that he concentrated on the road, or tried to think about his wife or the woman sitting next to him, Joel Mulholland could not help but think about Barney Thomson.

What kind of monster would commit the crimes that he had committed? Could you call such a being a man? Was he not a beast? Or had the mother been the beast, Barney the unwilling abettor?

Whatever his part in it all, the previous two weeks had seen him become more than he had been. Suddenly he'd become an icon. A means to sell newspapers, a wondrous talking point, a hate figure, a pity figure, a monster, a victim. Depended on to whom you talked. If they caught him, Mulholland knew that Thomson would still have his apologists, still have the women queuing up to support him and to propose to him. It was all it took to achieve celebrity in this day and age – grotesque murder.

And how many of those who talked endlessly of the man, genuinely wanted him caught? He served so many purposes on the run. Continued to sell newspapers, a colossal build-up to his eventual capture; if he was never apprehended, then they would have something to write about for the next fifty years; he provided something on which the nation could concentrate its fears, an outlet for the terror it might feel towards this modern age. Barney Thomson had become an Everyman, the manifestation of the population's individual fears. A generic terror, representing dread, panic, loathing, sympathy and, in a desperate few, hope.

Mulholland had to get his mind off it. Knew you couldn't think too much about these kinds of things, couldn't dwell on what you might face in the course of your duties, else you might never go to work.

'A doughnut?' he repeated, some fifteen minutes after the previous time. Ignored her heavy sigh. 'Why not a banana? Why not a tube of Italian sausage or a Toblerone or a black pudding? Why a doughnut?'

She looked at him, dragging herself away from 12 Great Reasons To Have Sex With Your Marriage Counsellor.

'You want me to explain it to you?'

'Aye. I'm just a simple man, after all.'

Simple indeed, she thought.

'Can you think of anything more useless for a woman to have sex with than a doughnut?'

'That's my point,' he said.

'And yet they still manage to find fifty reasons why doughnuts are better than men.' Dramatic pause. 'That's their point.'

The rain cascaded.

'So, what are they saying? All those articles about eight million positions in the back seat of a Reliant Robin; what they mean is eight million positions with a doughnut in the back seat of a Reliant Robin?'

'Of course not. They're all about men. You don't think one article has to be consistent with any other, do you? How many magazines do you read?'

A lesson learned. Mulholland drove on. Proudfoot returned to having sex with her marriage counsellor, wondering if you had to be married to get hold of one.

*** 

They sat before the manager of the Inverness branch of the Clydesdale Bank. An austere-looking woman; more hair than required, Alfred Hitchcock nose, skin the texture of mature cheddar. Narrow eyes, lips thinner. Voice like a slap on a bare arse. Both Proudfoot and Mulholland had the same thought; would you ask this woman for a loan?

Their visit to the Chief Constable of the Northern Constabulary had been postponed until later in the afternoon, although that was something else from which they expected little.

'I really don't know how I can help you,' said the bank manager, following a few seconds' reticence.

'Humour us, if you would, Mrs Gregory,' said Mulholland. Had a quick vision of Mr Gregory. On the other side of the planet, if he had any sense. 'We can never cover old ground too many times. Our colleagues might have missed something.'

'I really don't think there is anything to miss, Chief Inspector. Your Mr Thomson's card was used to withdraw two hundred pounds from the cashpoint in Academy Street at six-thirty pm, two weeks ago last Tuesday. None of my staff had any contact with him, and our records indicate that he has attempted no further transactions in the intervening period. I really don't know what else there is to say on the matter.'

'You're positive there's been noth—'

'Really, Chief Inspector,' she interrupted, after the fashion of her face. 'Just because the police have proved their own ineptitude in their inability to bring this notorious fugitive to justice, does not mean that we are all incompetent in our chosen employment.'

Mulholland nodded. Considered his next question. Didn't really have any more. 'Can you tell us how much Barney Thomson has left in his account?'

'Really,' she said, exhaling loudly. 'I don't know how many of your colleagues I've already passed this information to.'

'How much, Mrs Gregory?'

'A little less than ten pounds,' she replied, head shaking.

'So basically he cleared as much as he could from the cash machine?'

'Yes, it would be true to say that.'

'And did he have an overdraft facility?'

She raised an eyebrow. Lips tightened, then disappeared altogether. 'I'm afraid you'd have to ask his own branch for that information.'

'Bollocks,' said Proudfoot. 'Tell us now, or CID turns up here en masse, and rips your computers apart.'

Mulholland glanced out the corner of his eye, said nothing.

'Really,' said Mrs Gregory, exasperated. Enjoying every minute of it, in a strange Calvinistic way. Would revel in telling her husband the story. Verbal police brutality. Might even write to the Press & Journal. 'He did not have an overdraft facility. A very good account-holder, as it happens, Mr Thomson.'

Let the words scissor out, hinting that Barney Thomson had, in some way, more moral fibre than either Mulholland or Proudfoot.

'So, there'd be no point in him going to another branch?'

'No, I shouldn't think there would be.'

Mulholland nodded. With admirable inspiration and only one day late at the races, Woods had alerted all banks to the possibility of Barney using a cash machine. Not to disallow him from doing it, but to give them the chance to notify the police as it was happening, if that had been possible. But as he'd closed the stable door, the horse had already been in a field on the other side of the mountains.

'Right then, Mrs Gregory, I think that might be all. You'll let us know if Mr Thomson attempts any further transactions?'

'I'm sure I shall, Chief Inspector. And I'm equally sure that you will not be hearing from me again. I think you might find that your Mr Thomson has disappeared.'

'Leave that to us, Mrs Gregory. I expect we'll find the truth in this, regardless of whether he visits another bank.'

Mulholland stood up to go. Proudfoot followed. They were both dying to do that police thing where you arrest someone for no reason other than you don't like them, but it can get nasty if you do it off your own patch.

'Truth, Chief Inspector?' said Mrs Gregory. 'Many from an inconsiderate zeal unto truth have too rashly charged the troops of error, and remain as trophies unto the enemies of truth.'

Mulholland nodded. 'Aye. Watch you don't strain your tongue, talking like that. See a doctor if your condition worsens.'

They took their leave, walked from the office. The door closed behind them and Hermione Gregory was once again alone with her negligible empire.

'Wanker,' she said to the empty room.

*** 

They stood outside the bank, across from the train station. Cold and damp, although the sleet which had been falling since they'd arrived in Inverness was taking a ten-minute break. Depressed. Another irrelevant line of questioning gone by.

'What now?' asked Proudfoot.

'Bollocks, Mrs Gregory? I think that must contravene a police charter or two, don't you think? She wasn't a criminal.'

'Well, she was a pain in the arse. Same thing.'

Mulholland shrugged. Couldn't be bothered arguing. And he himself had been on the point of arresting the woman on suspicion of not changing her underwear every day.

'What now?' he said. 'Now we start trawling around every hotel and B&B in the Highlands, see if anyone recognises him. After we've spoken to the locals, of course. God knows what that's going to be like.'

'Every hotel and B&B?'

'Aye.'

'That's got to be thousands.'

'Very possibly.'

'You're kidding me?'

'Any other brilliant ideas about what we should do with our time?'

She stared at the sodden ground. Noticed the first splash of a renewed shower of sleet. Had an idea, but decided it was best kept to herself.

'Right,' said Mulholland. 'That's settled then. He didn't come up here to head back south. So, he's in Inverness or he's moved on. We check out every guest house, every B&B, every hotel, every room that he might have stayed in, between here, Wick, Durness and Fort William. If we don't find him, then we start heading east towards Aberdeen.'

'Just you and me?'

'Aye.'

'You don't think we could use some help on this?'

'We're not getting any help, Sergeant. The Chief Super wants instant results, but it doesn't mean he wants to spend any money on it. You can't expect them to pay to put police on the ground, when they have managers, accountants and consultants to employ. All the other officers assigned to Barney Thomson are doing other things, we're doing this. Happy?'

'Damp,' she said.

'Good. Right, you get along to the tourist information board and get the addresses of all registered accommodation.'

She shivered, pulled her coat close to her chest as the sleet intensified. 'And what are you going to do?'

'Going for a pint.'

'A pint?'

'Meet me at the car in half an hour.'

'A pint?'

Mulholland turned and was gone, walking into the sleet. Proudfoot stood, the slush in her face. Could already feel her coat giving in to the weather, her mind giving into misery and gloom. What was the point in all this trailing around? All those people, butchered and frozen and then casually disposed of. They were already dead, weren't they? The fact that the murders had ended with the death of the mother made it obvious; Barney Thomson had been clearing up after her. There weren't going to be any more murders. The ones who were dead were dead, and eventually everyone else on the planet would join them – and not by the hand of Barney Thomson – and we would all lie in the same grave, a farrago of twisted flesh, broken dreams and half-conceived ideas. Because that's all there ever was.

She watched Mulholland disappear into the crowd.

'Wanker,' she said, then turned on her heels and mournfully headed off towards the tourist information.

We Are All One Egg

––––––––
The monks were at breakfast. A full and delicious meal. Four rashers of bacon, two sausages, a poached egg, mushrooms, black pudding, tomatoes, haggis and fried bread; mugs of steaming tea; all the toast and marmalade they could eat.
In their dreams.

The first bread of the day was usually broken by the light of dawn – well after eight o'clock this late in the year – but today it had been postponed until late into the morning, following the burial of Brother Saturday and all the prayers which had needed to be said for his departed soul. And so they were unusually hungry as they sat down to their meal of porridge, unleavened bread and tea; having waited in further prayer for Brothers Steven and Jacob to return from gravedigging detail.

Conversation was not encouraged at mealtimes. The Abbot gave thanks to the Lord, and the monks would dine in respectful silence, grateful for the gift of food. At least, that was how it was supposed to be.

It was but one day since the body of Brother Saturday had been discovered. Clothed in a long white tunic, turned bloody red; his feet bare and blue, sitting against a tree in the forest. Eyes open, face relaxed, at peace with the world; and with God. A knife had been thrust deep into his throat, the blade to the hilt and protruding from the back of the neck. One of the old knives, which had been kept at the monastery since the fourteenth century; a gift from a Knight Templar, of uncertain and mysterious provenance. A knife that might have seen action in the Crusades, but certainly never since. Until it had pierced the throat and rendered the flesh of Brother Saturday.

He had been a popular member of the order, much loved by the other monks. He had answered the call thirty-seven years previously, on the back of a series of rejections at the hands of women, which had tormented him through the teenage years. A wayward eye, unruly hair, lips that meant he could do naught but kiss like a sea anemone, skin like the surface of a Rice Krispie, and many times had his heart been broken. However, he had found his peace with God, believing him to be not judgmental; ignoring the evidence of the Old Testament, where God won the Olympic gold for being judgmental, for several consecutive centuries.

For nine years past he had worked in the library, keeping meticulous care of the seven thousand volumes in his possession. Losing himself in books, the only way. He had come to the position of librarian at an early age. He should have been librarian's apprentice for many years. However, after only six months in the post, the librarian of the day, Brother Atwell had given in to the lure of compliant womanhood, and had fled the abbey on an evil and stormy night. Brother Saturday had been given premature promotion; Brother Morgan had become his apprentice. Not that anyone suspected Morgan of the heinous crime perpetrated upon Saturday.

There were many of the monks who would have been grateful for the opportunity to work in the library, away from the cold of the fields. The chance of working amongst the warmth of the books could have been a powerful motive; for an unbalanced mind. And there seemed little doubt that the killer had come from within the walls of the monastery itself, the murder weapon coming from the vaults of the abbey.

No one suspected the Abbot or Brother Herman. That left thirty others under suspicion; everyone from the longest-serving – the aged Brother Frederick, who had come to the monastery from the killing fields of Passchendaele – to the newest recruit, Brother Jacob. And there were few who doubted that many of their fellow brothers within those walls were hiding dark secrets and dark pasts.

'Brother Jacob?'

Barney turned. Breakfast was over, the company beginning to disassemble, the day's tasks ahead. Tending the livestock; fortifying the buildings and the land against the harsh winter to come; kitchen, cleaning and laundry duties. The mornings were for the work of the monastery, the afternoons for prayer and study with the Lord. Barney's task was to clean the floors.

'Aye?' he said to Brother Herman. Felt nervous in his presence.

Brother Herman's eyes stared from deep sockets, within a long, thin face. Long Face they'd called him at school. Behind his back.

'The Abbot will see you in his study in five minutes.' Deep voice. Ominous.

Barney nodded. The Abbot. Brother Copernicus. He had been awaiting the call. All new students of the order were called to the Abbot at the end of their first week. Barney had already been questioned by Brother Herman on Saturday's murder; wondered if this was why the Abbot would see him now. Further questioning. Barney, a man under suspicion. Felt like he couldn't get away from murder.

Five minutes. His heart raced.

*** 

Barney sat before the Abbot in the Spartan surroundings of his study. A simple desk, a wooden chair on either side. Bare stone floors and walls, a row of books along one. A long, slim cut in the wall behind the Abbot, the window open, so that the cold of the room was the cold of outside. The light of day was augmented by two oil lamps mounted on the walls and an unlit candle sat on the desk. The Abbot read. Left hand turning the pages of the book, right hand tucked away inside his cloak.

Barney stewed.

Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned, he could imagine himself saying, though he had never attended confession in his life. I committed murder. Well, more manslaughter really. I didn't mean to do it. Chris and Wullie, the men I worked with. They were a pain in the arse – sorry, Father – but I didn't really want them dead.

Then my mother died and I discovered six bodies in her freezer. Forgive her as well, Father, she knew not what she did. I wronged, I know that. I should have confessed all, like Bart does in that episode of The Simpsons when he cuts the statue's head off. But I panicked. I disposed of all the bodies and made it look like Chris was the killer. There were four policemen on to me, but they all shot each other. That definitely wasn't my fault, it was just stupidity. So, I suppose...

'Brother Jacob,' said the Abbot, closing his book and looking up. Barney's heart danced; he ended his silent confession.

'It's not too cold for you?'

Barney was freezing.

'No, no, I'm fine,' he said. Shivered; hairs stood erect, goose bumps rampaged across his body like German storm troopers.

The Abbot nodded; knew that Barney lied.

He took his time, considering his words. The Abbot, Brother Copernicus. Had renounced the pleasures of the world in his early twenties, had been at the monastery since the fifties. Hair was greyed; the paunch of youth had long ago given way to a sinewy body, engulfed by the cloak. Thin lips, a sharp nose, green eyes which saw more than eyes were meant to. Not, however, a man without humour.

'I'm sorry that your first week has been blighted by such terrible circumstances, Jacob. A terrible business.'

No bother, thought Barney. I'm thinking of opening a shop; Cadavers 'R' Us.

'I'm sorry too, Your Grace,' he said.

The thin lips stretched and smiled. The eyes too. 'It's all right, Jacob, I'm not the Pope. Brother Copernicus will do.'

Barney smiled and nodded. Relaxed a little. Felt more at ease.

'How are you settling in, Brother?'

Barney pondered the question.

Bad points: no gas or electricity; no hot water; lamps out by eight o'clock, up at five-thirty; a thin single bed, hard wood, two coarse blankets; no entertainment, no distractions but for the scriptures and other works of religious learning; day after day on his hands and knees cleaning the floors; praise be to God; God the father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost; God all-seeing, God divine; God this, God that, God the next thing. God, God, God, God, God, God, God. Bloody God.

Good points: the food wasn't too bad; a cup of wine with dinner every night; there was no contact with the outside world, so no one had ever heard of Barney Thomson. That was about it.

'Not bad, you know.' Laughed self-consciously. 'Takes a bit of getting used to, but I'm all right.'

The Abbot nodded. Drummed the fingers of his left hand on the desk. Long, cold fingers. Barney could feel them at his throat; shivered, tried to clear his head of fears and sorrows.

'Our monks come here for all sorts of reasons, Jacob. It is not for me to question or examine them. We, each of us, must be content in our hearts that we are where we belong. There are many who come here and realise after a time that this life is not for them. One such was Brother Camberene, who came to us for a few sad months last year. He'd been involved in a tragic accident, blaming himself for the resulting fatality. He was racked by guilt, his life tortured by anguish. He stopped going to work, his wife left him. After a time, the river of fate, which winds its way through the lives of us all, led him to us. But I am afraid that even we could not provide the answers for which he searched. He spent a few unhappy months, then moved on. A sad and desperate, restless soul. We all still say our prayers for Brother Camberene, but I am afraid that we might never hear of him again. However, wherever he may be, we know that God is with him.'

Barney swallowed, stared at the desk. Saw himself in the story. 'What sort of accident was he in?'

The Abbot shook his head. Sombre eyes.

'He ran over a six-year-old boy with a full trolley in Tesco's.'

Barney stared.

'That's a supermarket, apparently,' said the Abbot, 'although I presume you know that.'

Barney wanted to meet Brother Camberene. Sounded like his kind of man.

The Abbot looked up, let the weight of Camberene lift from his shoulders.

'So, what I'm trying to say is this. If you do not find your answers among us, we shall not condemn. We are here to help you. If you find that this life is not for you, we would wish you on your way with the love of God and the love of all our hearts. And should you find contentment here, you will have our love and understanding as you learn our ways, and the ways of the Lord.'

Speech over. Barney was a little wide-eyed.

It was like being at Sunday school. He was reminded of Miss Trondheim. Tall, dark complexion; black hair, one growing out of a mole on her left cheek. And Mr Blackberry. Short; Stewart Granger hair, although he had once come in with a Robert Mitchum.

No words came his way. He tried to look at one with God.

The Abbot was used to such reticence.

'However, Jacob, having said that, if there is something about your past which you wish to share with me, I am here to listen. If there is something from which you run, it is often best to face it, even if it is from within these walls.'

Giving the new brother his first chance to speak, the Abbot knew he would say nothing. They all arrived with their secrets and insecurities, and in time they would out. But not yet.

'No, no, you know,' said Barney. 'I thought I'd try something new. Bit disillusioned with life, you know.'

The Abbot nodded, pursed his lips.

'It is late in life for a change, Jacob. No man putteth a piece of new cloth unto an old garment, for that which is put in to fill up taketh from the garment, and the rent is made worse. Neither do men put new wine into old bottles: else the bottles break, and the wine runneth out, and the bottles perish: but they put new wine into new bottles, and both are preserved.

'You should remember those words, Jacob.'

'What?' said Barney, surprised. 'You make wine up here? This far north?'

The Abbot smiled. 'You have much to learn, Jacob. You should read your Bible.'

'Aye. Right.'

The Abbot looked into the heart of Barney Thomson, wondering what lay therein. Knew that sooner or later it would emerge, but there was no hurry. Had no reason to suspect him of the murder of Brother Saturday. No more than any of the others, at any rate.

'One final point, Jacob, as you start out on this new road which lies ahead. As you can see, ours is a simple life. We have little contact with the outside world and we take care of most of our own needs. Might there be a skill from your past which you would be able to share with us?'

Barney thought. Dare he tell them about barbery? Might it put them on to him? But they obviously had no idea what was going on in the outside world.

'I've done a bit of haircutting in my time,' he said.

The Abbot raised an eyebrow. 'A barber?'

'Aye.'

'Well. It is indeed many years since we had a professional hirsutologist in our midst. A most noble trade.' His hand automatically strayed to the back of his neck. 'Brother Adolphus does his best, but sadly his skills in this direction are somewhat lacking. Despite all our prayers.'

Barney felt a swelling of his heart. It had only been two weeks, during which time he had given the odd one-off haircut around the Highlands, but he had missed the click of the scissors, the bite of the razor into the back of the neck, the pointless chatter. Wondered if St Johnstone were managing to hang on at the top of the league.

'Could do with a bit of a haircut myself,' said the Abbot.

'Oh, aye?' said Barney, feeling useful. 'I'm sure I could help you out.'

'That would be good,' said the Abbot. 'Later on this afternoon, perhaps. After prayers, before dark. I wouldn't mind a Brother Cadfael.'

Barney smiled and nodded. A Brother Cadfael, eh? Had done one of them a couple of years previously. Piece of cake. Was there any other haircut he could possibly give these people?

*** 

The door closed behind Barney Thomson; the Abbot stared after him for a short while. A closed door. How many doors were closed within the monastery, and for what reasons hidden in the depths of a mysterious past?

He sighed, slowly lifted himself from the chair. He turned and stared out at the bright, white morning. Snow upon snow, stretching across the forest to the hills in the distance. And yet the full cold blast of winter had not arrived.

For a time he watched a buzzard circle above the forest. Silent brown against the pale blue sky.

Meanwhile, Barney Thomson walked along the corridors of the monastery, a whistle marginally beneath his lips. Light of heart for the first time in a fortnight, having completely failed to notice the exact meaning of some of the Abbot's words. That the monks had little contact with the outside world. Little, but not none, as he had thought.

As he took to his bucket and mop for the first time that morning, The Girl From Ipanema momentarily escaped his lips.

*** 

The third floor of the monastery, at the north end, a room of bright light; the library. Brother Morgan leant over his desk, large hand gripping small quill pen, etching out the clear rounded figures. Translating into English the original Greek of a series of third-century letters. He was one of only three of the monks who read Greek – for some of the others there was a painful learning process, for the rest, ignorance.

The translation was a task he had been on for some weeks; begun in the days when he'd still been Saturday's assistant, content with his lot, little thought for advancement. A monk was all Morgan had ever wanted to be. Librarian's apprentice had been a bonus. Anything else was unasked for and unwanted. He would be happy for someone else to be made librarian and for him to retain the role which he had held for many years. Trusted all the brothers, yet was worried that a similar fate might befall him as befell Saturday. Perhaps Saturday had died because of some lovers' tiff within the monastery walls, or maybe he'd died because of his position. It was the latter which worried Morgan.

There was a noise across the room, from within the rows of shelves. Morgan lifted his head, stilled his pen. Even in the bright light of the room, the shelves were in shadow. A conspiracy. He felt a shiver at the back of his neck. Insects crawling across his skin.

'Hello?'

A movement. A rat? There hadn't been rats in the monastery for over a hundred years. That's what they said.

'Hello?' he repeated, with more urgency. Annoyed. Didn't like being disturbed at his work. Knew how easy it was to make mistakes when you lost concentration. One of the reasons he'd dropped out of life.

The annoyance masked his trepidation.

A figure appeared from among the shelves. He relaxed.

'Hello, Brother,' said Morgan. Relief. Impatience too, as the monk emerged from the shadows.

The visitor held up a small volume. Didn't smile. Stared from the depths of plunging eye sockets.

'It is many years since I have studied the original Latin translation of Paul's letters,' he said. 'I have been most remiss. You will record that I have removed this volume?'

'Certainly, Brother,' said Morgan, wondering why people had to be so bloody clandestine.

Brother Morgan watched as the monk slowly walked from the library and closed the door behind him. Lifted his pen. Back to work. Why did some of the brothers feel the need for mystery? There was enough darkness at the monastery as it was.

As he began the slow movement of the pen across the thick page, he felt a cold draught of air at his feet. Looked up. The door to the library swung open an inch or two.

And a cold wind blew.

Is He Is, Or Is He Ain't

––––––––
Mrs Mary Strachan bent her ear towards the television, trying to listen to the news above the sound of her husband rifling the Scotsman, at the same time as she struggled through a tricky interpretation of Quintus Horatius Flaccus's second book of epistles.
'For pity's sake, man, would you haud yer wheesht with yon paper? I can't hear the telly.'

James Strachan tutted loudly, rustled the paper even more.

'Help m'boab, woman, what are you on about? You know fine well that you can't watch television and translate Horace from the original Latin at the same time. Not since you lost your eye in the sheep incident last March.'

'Ach, flech to you, James Strachan, flech to you. My mother always said you were a manny of little vision. I should've listened to her.'

'Ach, away and boil your heid, woman,' he said, settling on the inside sports pages. Rangers Fail In £45 Million Bid For Six-Year-Old Italian. 'What did your mother know? The woman spent all her days doing wee jobbies at the bottom of the garden. Had a clue about nothing.'

'Don't you be maligning my mother, James Strachan. It wasn't my mother who was arrested for stealing underwear off Mrs MacPherson's washing line.'

He looked over the paper for the first time. 'Jings to crivvens, woman, I don't believe it. Must you bring yon up every single day? We read that we ought to forgive our enemies; but we do not read that we ought to forgive our friends. Think about that, woman.'

'Don't you go quoting Cosimo de'Medici at me, James Strachan. D'you think I can show my face in the supermarket without people talking about it? Well, do you? There's not a day goes by when I don't hear the whispers. Not a day goes by?'

'For pity's sake, woman, it was seventy-three year ago.'

'That may be, James Strachan, that may be. But it might as well have been yesterday, as far as this town is concerned.'

'Ach, away with you, Mary Strachan. There was nobody in this town alive seventy-three year ago except me and thee.'

'Jings to goodness, James Strachan, what does that matter? You think anyone alive today was around when the English sucked us into the Act of Union? We still hate them for it.'

'Help m'flipping boab, what are you on about, Mary Strachan? You and your Act of Union. If it wasn't for the Act of Union we'd all still be living in peat bogs and eating oats for dinner.'

'There you go, havering again, James Strachan, havering again. Here, look at yon!'

She broke off, pointing at the television. The lunchtime news.

'See, I told you!'

James Strachan tutted loudly, rustled the paper. 'Told me what? What are you talking about?'

'That picture, that Barney Thomson character. He was the one who stayed here just over a week ago. I told you it was him.

He glanced up, then buried his head in the paper. 'Ach, away and stick your heid in a pan of tatties. What would a serial killer be doing staying in a place like Durness? Serial killers live in big houses with all the windows boarded up. I've seen the films.'

She shook her head, pointed at the television. 'Look at those eyes, I'd recognise them anywhere. That man's a serial killer if ever there was one, and he stayed right here in this house. Slept in the bed yon German couple are sleeping in at the moment.'

James Strachan lowered the paper again. He stared at the television, then at his wife. 'And what if it was? What of it? He's gone now. Are you going to run along to the police, are you?'

Mary Strachan bristled. Shoulders back, chin out.

'Well, I don't know about that. He looked a nice enough lad. Maybe they've got the wrong one, you know.'

'You just said he looked like a serial killer!'

'Aye, but you know, these things are hard to tell. And it's not as if you're one to talk.'

'Ach, away and shite, woman,' he said, from deep within the rugby reports. Scotland Select New Zealander Whose Granny Holidayed On Skye Once.

*** 

Proudfoot climbed into the car beside Mulholland. Found him reading Blitz! and eating the last of the sandwiches. Didn't mind, as she'd had everything she'd been going to get from the tourist information within ten minutes. Had stopped for a bite to eat.

'Surprised you're not listening to Simply Red,' she said. Shivered, removed her coat and threw it onto the back seat. The sleet was softening, turning to snow.

'I'm sure you are. Just reading something here,' he said, tapping the magazine. 'Apparently, if you coat your breasts in dried alligator milk, it'll improve your orgasm strength. I'm assuming that's aimed at women, though.'

'Didn't work for me.'

He gave her a look, saw she was joking. Closed the magazine.

'Right, then. What are we looking at? You get a list?'

'Yep. Everywhere that anyone could stay in Inverness, a long list of places outside of town as far north as he could've gone. Lot of them closed for winter, so it cuts it down at least.'

He checked his watch.

'Just after two. Got to see Inspector Dumpty of Northern Constab, get that over with, then we can start. Split up and get on with it. Should be done with Inverness before it's too late, meet back here between six and seven. You get two lists?'

'Yes,' she said tetchily.

'Just checking. Ferguson wouldn't have thought of it.'

Proudfoot thought of the woman she'd dealt with at the tourist information. Ferguson would still be there, fixing up a date.

'Lets get it sorted how we'll split it. At the end of the day we'll find somewhere to spend the night, then set off tomorrow and take each town as it comes.'

She nodded. Couldn't think of anything she'd less like to be doing; couldn't think of a single aspect of police work which currently appealed to her.

'How was the pint?' she asked.

'Very informative,' he said, smiling. 'Too bad you weren't there.'

Bastard, thought Proudfoot.

*** 

As they might have supposed, they had to wait to see the Chief Constable, a man of whom they had heard tell. They found themselves in a small room, unsatisfactory mugs of tea having cooled on the table, the Moray Firth slate grey to match the skies, barely visible between the walls of wet buildings. Unsure of what to expect of their man, for what policeman likes outsiders coming onto his patch?

In turn they sat at the desk, then paced the short floor space, then looked out at the grey day. Wrestled, in their heads, with their own thoughts of depression and loneliness and unease. Proudfoot more comfortable with those thoughts than Mulholland.

Finally the door opened, shattering the atmosphere. Relief swiped at Mulholland.

'The Chief Constable will see you now,' said the maroon cardigan, masquerading as the middle-aged woman beneath.

*** 

The Chief Constable stood with his back to them, staring out over the cold estuary. Looking for dolphins, although he hadn't seen one in over three months. The door closed behind them and they waited, much as they had already been waiting.

They were in the midst of the opulence they had come to expect from chief constables; thick carpet, huge desk, comfy chair, photographs on the wall with the senior police officer in question shaking the hand of an even more senior police officer or a low-budget member of the royal family – although, in this case, all Chief Constable Dr Reginald McKay had been able to manage was a picture of himself directing traffic outside Balmoral Castle.

'Dolphins,' he said.

Mulholland and Proudfoot shared a glance. Here we go.

'What about them?' asked Mulholland, reluctantly playing the game.

'Used to be a cartload of them out there. Used to be able to stand here for hours, watching them in the distance. Where are they now? Haven't seen one in months.'

The question disappeared into the room. It's probably Barney Thomson's fault, thought Proudfoot.

Reginald McKay left them standing for another minute before turning round, nodding at his visitors and sinking into the green depths of his comfy chair. He stared absent-mindedly at some papers on his desk, while ushering them into two less salubrious chairs. Finally engaged their eyes, looking from one to the other. 'I'm greatly troubled, I must admit,' he said.

'Aye,' said Mulholland. Down to business at last.

'I've spoken to all sorts of groups, but no one seems to have any idea what's happened to them.'

'Them?'

'The dolphins. Ach, I know it's cold out there, but they're fish.'

'No they're not.'

'Whatever. They don't mind the cold. But I haven't seen one in months. Hard to believe that something really terrible hasn't happened. Some terrible tragedy. Effie thinks it's the Russians, but I wouldn't be surprised if the Norwegians didn't have something to do with it. Bunch of idiots, the lot of them.'

'Barney Thomson?' said Mulholland.

'Thomson?' said McKay. 'Norwegian, is he? Not surprised.'

'We need to talk about him. That's why we're here.'

McKay nodded. A man of infinite years, hair greyed, face lined, eyes dimmed. 'Of course, laddie. You big shots from Glasgow, I suppose you'll be wanting to get on with things.'

'Aye,' said Mulholland. Big shots. Jesus.

'You'll be intending to traipse all over the Highlands, will you?'

'For as long as it takes.'

'Well, good luck to you laddie. I'm sure you'll find traces of your man, but I doubt you'll find the man himself.'

'You've heard tell of him, then?'

'Aye, aye, we've been getting reports from all over.'

They leant forward, Mulholland's eyes narrowed.

'No, laddie, don't go peeing your pants. There's nothing definite, you know. It's all conjecture and vague noises. Whisperings you might say. Rumours in the wind.'

Mulholland leant back in his chair, eyes remained narrowed.

'What kind of rumours?'

McKay tapped a single finger on the desk, looked from one to the other. Didn't like outsiders, they never understood. Unlike dolphins. They understood everything.

'We're getting reports. Vague things without any real meaning, nothing to put your finger on. We think he might be working to get some money. We've been hearing of whole communities where the men have all suddenly been given the most wondrous haircuts. Hair of the gods, they're saying. Some say he's more of a loose cannon, bouncing all over the place, giving out haircuts with fickle irregularity. You'll have heard of the Brahan Seer?'

Mulholland shrugged, Proudfoot nodded, so McKay looked at her.

'They say he wrote of such a man. Prophesied his coming.'

'What?' said Mulholland.

'He told of a man who would come into the community and wield a pair of scissors as if his hands were guided by magic. A man who could call the gods his ancestors. A man who would cut the hair of all the warriors in the kingdom, so that the strength of many kings would be in the hands of each of them. A man who would come out of tragedy and leave one morning in the mists before anyone had risen, never to be heard of again. A god, may be, or a messenger of the gods. But whatever, his time would be short, his coming a portent of dark times ahead, yet his passing would be greatly mourned. A messiah, in a way, although perhaps that might be too strong a word to be using. Anyway, they are saying that maybe Barney Thomson might be that man.'

'You're taking the piss, right?' said Mulholland.

The lined and furrowed brow creased a little more, the old grey head shook.

'I'm only telling you what is being said Chief Inspector, but these are deeply superstitious people you have come amongst. Once you head into Sutherland and Caithness, they're not like you Lowlanders with your English ways and your fancy Channel 5 reception. You must respect them, for only then will they respect you. However, I think if you find anyone who has had contact with this man, they will be reluctant to talk. He is seen by many in these parts to have been wronged.'

'He and his mother murdered eight people!'

'We've all read the papers up here and, for myself, I have read the reports, such as you have deemed to send my way. Clearly the mother was the main culprit, and if he acted to cover up the actions of his sick parent, then should he be judged a criminal?'

They stared at him. Proudfoot saw his point; Mulholland was speechless. This was a police officer he was talking to, not some brain-dead hippie or civil rights activist.

'And how he is hounded by your press,' said McKay. 'Barney Thomson Ate My Goat. Barney Thomson Slaughters Virgin In Sacrifice Blunder. The Congo – It's Thomson's Fault. It's absurd, you must see that. All of it.'

Mulholland rested farther back in the chair. It may have been absurd, the media may have been totally demented and desperate bedfellows of sensationalism, but it didn't mean that Barney Thomson should be excused his crimes, no matter how much had been his mother's doing.

McKay looked uncomfortable, as he shuffled some unnecessary papers on his desk; drummed his fingers, scratched an imaginary itch on his left ear. Breathed deeply enough through his nose that it was almost a snort.

'Anyway, I thought I might assign someone to you to ease your way around.'

'What?'

'Help you out, you know. Show you what's what?'

Mulholland leant forward, white knuckles. McKay stared at a report on his desk: Dolphins – Talk Show Hosts or Talk Show Guests?

'For God's sake! We're not in some foreign country. Their accents might be a bit weird, but we won't need it translated. Jesus, we're not children, we don't need any help!'

McKay lifted his eyes, unused to being spoken to in such a way by a junior officer.

'You will remember your place, Chief Inspector,' he said quietly.

Their eyes clashed and fought some pointless testosterone-laden battle, before Mulholland inched backwards, giving way. Proudfoot watched him from the corner of a narrowed eye. McKay pressed the intercom.

'Send in Sergeant MacPherson, Mrs Staples, please,' he said.

Ah! thought Proudfoot. Another Sergeant MacPherson on the Barney Thomson case, just as before. Must be something in that. No such thing as a coincidence in policing. Or life in general.

The door opened, in he came. Tall, broad-shouldered, kind face. They looked round. Proudfoot liked what she saw, Mulholland thought he recognised him.

'This is Detective Sergeant MacPherson, who'll be working with you. I'm sure he'll be of the greatest assistance.'

He nodded, the two of them returned it, Mulholland grudgingly.

'My name's Gordon,' said MacPherson, Highland accent broader than the Firth, 'but everyone calls me Sheep Dip.'

Proudfoot smiled. I'm not going to ask, thought Mulholland. Turned to the sound of the Chief Constable pushing his chair away from the desk.

'Right then, Chief Inspector, if there's anything else you're needing, you can let me know. Keep us posted, and if there are any activities required to be undertaken in and around any of the towns you visit, perhaps you'd be kind enough to notify the local constabulary. Sergeant MacPherson will no doubt help you out.'

'No bother,' said Sheep Dip.

Brilliant, thought Mulholland. Wondered if he would have to tell them every time he checked into a B&B or put petrol in the car or took a piss.

They stepped outside the office, past Mrs Staples, and then out into the open-plan where the heart of Highland crime detection snoozed the afternoon away. A lost dog in Dingwall. A child stuck up a tree outside Drumnadrochit. A teenager baring his bum in Beauly, that second can of McEwan's his undoing. An accident involving a tractor and a low-flying Tornado on the Strathconon road out of Marybank. Heroin with a street value of £23 million seized on a Russian trawler in the Moray Firth.

A normal day.

The Barber Surgeon's Hairshirt

––––––––
Barney felt at home. A pair of scissors in his right hand, a comb in his left, a cut-throat razor at his side. No other tools with which to work. Barbery at its most coarse, unfettered by electric razors or blow-dryers or artificial lights. No cape around the victim to squeeze the neck and protect the virgin body from follicular contamination. Barbery as it must have been practised in olden days, when men were men and the earth was flat. Raw, Stone Age barbery, where every snip of the scissors was done by instinct, where every cut was a potential disaster, every clip a walk along a tightrope of calamity, every hew a cleave into the kernel of the collective human id. Barbery without a safety net. Barbery to put fear into the breast of the bravest knight, to quail the heart of the stoutest king. A duel with the Satan of pre-modernism, where strength became artistry and genius the episcopacy of fate. Total barbery; naked, bloody stripped of artifice.
'Apparently Jesus was a shortarse,' said Barney, carefree around the left ear. Forgetting where he was, to whom he was talking. Brother Ezekiel raised an eyebrow.

Barney was revelling in the primitive conditions. In one afternoon he had reeled off a Sean Connery (Name of the Rose), a Christian Slater (Name of the Rose), an F Murray Abraham (Name of the Rose) and a Ron Perlman (Name of the Rose); as well as the Abbot's Brother Cadfael. No cash, no tips, just quiet words of praise and heartfelt thanks for doing the Lord's work.

'Four foot six, they say. With a hunchback.'

Brother Ezekiel coughed portentously into the back of his hand.

'You're forgetting where you are, Brother Jacob.'

Barney stopped, scissors poised. Thought about it. Said, 'Oh, shit, aye.'

Brother Ezekiel closed his eyes in silent prayer for the errant monk. Disparaging the Lord, swearing – you could always tell a new recruit.

Barney lapsed into silence. He ran the comb through the hair, clicked the scissors. The light from outside was beginning to fade and he was glad of the three candles which flickered on the small shelf. He was supposed to be keeping his head down and his mouth shut. His language wasn't too bad – not by Glasgow standards – but it was still unnecessarily unsavoury for within the monastery walls.

He had been doing fine. Head down, only speaking when spoken to. Like any new recruit in any walk of life. Don't make a noise until you had your feet under the table. However, a couple of hours of barbery had been his undoing. He'd been all right during the Sean Connery and the Abbot's Cadfael. Finding his feet, getting back into the groove, reacquainting himself with his scissors fingers. However, ten minutes into the Christian Slater, Brother Sledge had made an innocent remark about the weather and Barney had been unleashed, his mouth running ahead of him like a leopard on amphetamines.

And so, he'd covered all the great topics of the day: the profligacy of that year's December snow; the situation in Ngorno Karabakh; apparently Tolkien wrote The Lord of the Rings in a fortnight; fifteen reasons why Beethoven wasn't as deaf as he liked to make out; six kings of Scotland who were circumcised at the age of fifty; how Sid James nearly beat out Giscard D'Estaing to the French presidency in 1974; why Kennedy only won the US presidency because he kept J Edgar Hoover supplied with edible underwear; Errol Flynn was a woman; apparently Jesus was a shortarse. Barney had been full of it; total, inexorable bollocks. He'd been at the peak of his form, talking the sort of crap of which most guys with fifteen pints in them could only dream.

The monks had sat and listened; smiling occasionally, nodding sagely at the appropriate moments, moments when Barney had not necessarily been expecting them to nod. For they had seen it all before. The new monk, unfamiliar with the conventions and truths of monastic life, whose tongue would not be still. Every now and again one of these types might survive the rigours of this austere existence, but usually they would last no longer than a snowman in the Sahara.

Few within the walls were prepared to put their money on Brother Jacob lasting longer than a few weeks; even if any of them had possessed money, and if the Abbot had not closed down the tote operated by Brother Steven.

For now, however, following Ezekiel's admonishment, Barney snipped quietly. Kept his mouth shut, his thoughts to himself. Tried to think of everything else he had said that afternoon, wondered if he had strayed beyond the boundaries of discretion; words which had been allowed to pass, but which had not gone unnoticed. He could not remember; thought of goldfish.

Brother Ezekiel stared at the wall; no mirrors here. His thoughts, like those of many of his colleagues, were still consumed by the unfortunate demise of Brother Saturday, and by futile speculation on who might have perpetrated the crime. Ezekiel was among those who believed that the Abbot should call on the outside agencies of the law, but the Abbot's word must be respected. If he had faith in the ability of Brother Herman to get to the bottom of the murky river of truth, then so should the rest of the monks. But what if Herman was not so above suspicion as everyone thought? Ezekiel's brow furrowed; he made a mental note not to voice that doubt to anyone.

The door swung open behind them, the cold air rushed in. Barney shivered and turned. Remembered to stop cutting as he did so. How many times in the old days, before his renaissance of the previous March, had he forgotten that fundamental law and inadvertently swiped off an ear?

'Time for one more?' asked Brother Steven, closing the door behind him. 'I heard you're only doing this barber gig twice a week.'

Barney looked down at the tonsured head of Brother Ezekiel. Dome shaved to perfection, back of the head cut with Germanic precipitousness. In fact, the haircut was finished. Realised that the only reason he'd still been cutting, was that he hadn't wanted it to end. When he was done here, he would be required to spend an hour or two in religious contemplation; to commune with God.

'Aye, fine,' he said. 'Come on in. I'm done, in fact.'

He lifted the towel from around Ezekiel's neck, shook the detritus of the cut onto the floor, stepped back, allowed Ezekiel to stand. Ezekiel ran his fingers along the back of his neck. Was impressed with the lack of hair having worked its way down to irritate and annoy.

'Thank you very much, Brother, a good haircut, I believe,' he said, although he could not possibly know. 'Your hands must have been guided by God.'

Barney smiled, thinking, bugger off! God had nothing to do with it, mate. Knew he should not be having such thoughts.

'Goodbye, Brother,' he said instead, as Ezekiel took his leave. Off in search of a mirror, knowing of at least two of the monks who kept one hidden beneath a pillow.

Brother Steven took his seat. He turned, giving Barney an encouraging look.

'Heard you're doing some fine work, Brother,' he said. Barney said nothing, felt pleased nonetheless. 'They're saying in the kitchens that if Marlon Brando had cut Martin Sheen's hair in Apocalypse Now, this is how he would've done it. Cutting hair like a god-king.'

Barney shrugged, placed the towel around Steven's shoulders.

'It's nothing. Just my job.'

Steven nodded, knowing exactly from where Barney came.

'What'll it be, then?' asked Barney. Presumed it was going to be another Name of the Rose job, although he did wonder how many of them had actually ever seen Name of the Rose. Or Brother Cadfael for that matter.

Steven ran his hand across his chin.

'Think I'll go for a Mike McShane (Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves). What d'you think? Think that'll suit me?'

Barney stared at the top of Steven's head. Had never heard of Mike McShane. Presumed, correctly, that it couldn't be too different from any other haircut he'd given that day.

'Perfect,' he said.

'Great. I'll go for that then.'

Steven settled back, that look of satisfied contentment on his chops. The look of someone who knew that life was a bowl of curried lamb keich, but who was quite content with the fact. At one with his own, and other's, foibles.

Barney lifted his comb and scissors and set about his business. A contented customer and a contented barber, the perfect combo. He was about to launch into a discussion of the casuistic fundamentals of Morton's Fork when he remembered his earlier edict to keep his thoughts to himself. So he stuck to his business, as the light faded and the candles flickered.

Brother Steven's tongue could never be still, however.

'Incensed with indignation Satan stood unterrified, and like a comet burned that fires the length of Ophiuchus huge in the Arctic sky, and from his horrid hair shakes pestilence and war,' said Brother Steven. Let the words mingle with the flickering shadows and the dim orange light.

'Aye, right,' said Barney. Paused. No reason for not talking now; he was being invited. 'What was that exactly?'

'Milton,' said Brother Steven. 'I always dug that line about hair. You know, shaking out pestilence and war. Must have seen some hair like that in your time, eh?'

Barney nodded, wondering what to say. As out of his depth as he used to be when discussing football.

'Aye,' he said. 'I've seen some amount of shite come out of hair right enough. Ach, shit, sorry, I did it again. Ach, bugger, there I go, I mean...'

'No problem, Jacob, I know where you're coming from. It's not easy coming here. Got the same problems myself. You think the Abbot wants to hear his monks quoting Milton? Not a chance. Swearing in its own way, too. You've just got to come to terms with the new way of life. But don't sweat it, my friend, we've all been there. I shall sleep, and move with the moving ships, Change as the winds change, veer in the tide. That's what I always say.'

'Aye, very good,' said Barney. 'I'll do that 'n all, then.'

He lapsed into silence. Considered that sometimes silence was best. Brother Steven, however, was a talker.

'So, you know what you're doing with all the hair clippings, Jacob?'

'Putting them out, I suppose,' said Barney.

Steven shook his head; Barney narrowly avoided penetrating deep into the flesh of his neck with the icy steel of the scissors. Barber Accidentally Murders New Best Friend – God Miffed, thought Barney. Yet he knew that any headline he saw himself in would not be anything like as overwrought as the one or two he'd seen from the real press before dropping out of life. Barber Surgeon Ate My Cat, Claims Housewife; Killer Barber On Run, Eats Human Flesh; Depraved Sex Secrets of Barber-Pervert.

'Oh, aye,' said Barney. 'What is it I do with them, then?'

'This is a poor place, Brother, as you'll have seen. We need to use everything we can get our hands on. There's very little which is not recycled. The hair that's cut from our heads will go into the making of pillows and cushions. The whole comfort bag. It's that what goes around comes around kind of thing. I know some of them think it's a bit out there, but I like it. I mean, the traditionalists, Brother Herman and all that lot, well, they're peeing in their cloaks about it. You can't worship God without suffering, all that kind of rubbish. But, you know, I always think that God must enjoy His little comforts too. There's got to be some nights when the Big Fella just kicks off His Air Jordans, sticks His feet on the table, downs a couple of cold ones, switches on the TV and gets a few angel babes to snuggle up to His beard. You know what I'm saying?'

Barney continued snipping quietly at the back of Brother Steven's neck. This just wasn't the same as discussing theology with his mate Bill Taylor over a couple of pints in the pub.

'You mean, that's the kind of thing that goes on here?'

'You're kidding me, Jacob!' said Steven smiling. 'Of course not. We're talking about pillows here, not fifty-seven channels of satellite TV and a six-pack of Bud. But the Abbot knows how to do it. Just the odd comfort here and there to keep the natives happy. That's all it takes. Course, there's a lot more he could do, but you can't go too far, can you? We're monks after all.'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Fair enough.'

'But then, of course, there's the yin-yang business. The whole enigma of good-bad, dark-light, positive-negative, all of that. The Abbot allows us the comfort of pillows and cushions, but at the same time you've got to keep the product of your hirsutery so that Brother Herman can use it for making hairshirts. Equal and opposites, that whole bag. Pain-pleasure, you know.'

'Hairshirts?' asked Barney, pausing mid-cut.

'Hairshirts. It's a medieval thing, yet still relevant in today's monastery. It's what your modern penitent monk likes to wear.'

'Aye, right,' said Barney, totally lost.

'You know, when you've committed a sin. You get a shirt made so that all the hairs are prickly on the inside. Really jaggedy-arsed. It's a pain in the backside. Brother Herman loves the damn things. Well, he loves getting the other monks into them the minute he has an opportunity. Just wait till you see him with the scent of blood in that long, thin nose of his. On how serious the sin depends how long you get to wear the shirt. Do your penance.'

Barney's eyes were opened. He had never heard of the hairshirt before. Might have thought it a good idea, except that if the Abbot found out about his past he was going to have to wear his hairshirt for the next three or four centuries.

'So who makes them?' he asked, getting his mind away from his guilt, to which it had begun to stray.

'Brother Herman himself. Mad as they come, that's what I think. Wouldn't be surprised to find he sticks razor blades in there sometimes.'

'You've worn one?' asked Barney.

Brother Steven smiled. 'My friend, he makes them specifically so they'll fit me. I'm his best customer.'

'Oh.'

Barney snipped away, doing a fine job around the back of the neck. Distracted, yet nevertheless performing with consummate ease and control. Brother Steven's neck had never been in safer hands, but Barney could already feel the hairshirt around him. Not the worst punishment on the planet surely, but if it was to be worn day after day for a long time – and his sins most definitely merited a long time – then it would indeed be Hell. Began to wonder if he should leave before Brother Herman got the chance to indict him for something.

'Well, you know, I can live with it. Learned to. Anyway, he hasn't got me for a couple of months. Not since he caught me taking a quick suck on a smoke out in the forest one day. I swear he's got cameras out there. Watching.'

Barney stood back. The scissor work was finished; now for the more delicate razor operations. His hand was steady.

'That's it, Jacob, cameras. I'd bet on it.' He smiled and relaxed. Didn't care if Brother Herman did have cameras in the forest. 'If he hadn't closed down my operation, that is.'

*** 

The forest was still. Late evening, darkness long since descended. A clear sky, no moon, so that the number of stars was beyond counting. A panorama of brilliant white dots against the fathomless black background. The air was freezing, the night bright with the stars and the snow. Nothing stirred; the forest slept.

And in among the white farrago of Christmas trees, beside a burn where a slender stream of water trickled through the ice, sat Brother Morgan. Back resting uncomfortably against a young Douglas fir, hands and face blue with the cold, lips purple, yet a smile on those lips and in the eyes. At peace with the Lord. The front of the thin white tunic in which he was clothed was soaked through with blood, dried to a dark red, now frosted white.

And inserted deep into Morgan's neck, the instrument of his death – a pair of scissors. Long, thin, cold steel; scissors which, a few hours earlier, had been used to cut the hair of Brother Steven after the fashion of Mike McShane in Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves.

Where Are You, Barney Thomson?

––––––––
A few phone calls made, breakfast eaten, the day ahead planned out. They set off. No conversation over their food, no conversation in the car. They picked up Sheep Dip, inserted him in the back, and headed off across the Kessock bridge for the Black Isle and then Dingwall. Endless hours down labyrinthine country roads in search of elusive B&Bs. Knowing there was little chance of success; an awkwardness in the car, born of discomfort and attraction, the strange intruder in the back, and a knowledge that they might well be wasting their time.
Phone calls for Mulholland the night before. One to Superintendent McMenemy. Nothing to report, and duly he'd had his verbal punishment. What were they supposed to have achieved after one day? More than they had, obviously. The country expected. Had felt the whiplash of the voice down the line; two feet tall.

Three calls to Melanie, three messages left on the answer-phone. Had begun to assume that she had already left, when she'd called his guest house late at night. Had heard on the grapevine that he was travelling with Proudfoot. Knew her from station nights out. Jealous. So it had become a fifty-minute phone call which had been even more uncomfortable than talking to the Chief Super. On the defensive from the off. No one up front, eight at the back, and only a couple of guys in midfield, hopelessly trying to wrest control of the game. No chance.

Had come off the phone unsure if he'd ever speak to her again; and unsure if he ever wanted to speak to her again. Confused as always. Didn't want to think about it; couldn't help it.

Proudfoot. Unhappy. In her work, in her personal life. Nothing to be done about it. The ever-present fear of the unknown; except now she could put a name to that fear. Barney Thomson. Not for her to know that Barney Thomson was a harmless unfortunate. A man for whom bad luck was as much a way of life as bad judgement. Saw him dressing in human skin and stalking his prey; might never know him for the man he was. Fluffy.

Pondered, as she sat silently in the car, what she could do other than police work. What did the police train you for other than the police? Security guard? Not a chance. Minder to someone with more money than humility? A mega-celeb perhaps? Trailing around the world in private jets and limousines; getting sucked into all-night sex with Hollywood stars; having Brad Pitt cover you in chocolate sauce then lick it off; meeting presidents and attending premières; going to the States and getting to shoot lunatics with impunity. She could do that, but wondered how you found out about such jobs. Had never heard of anyone from Partick getting one. It would all be down to luck, and that was something she never got. Except now she was getting to drive around with Joel Mulholland for a few days, stay in the same place every night. Away from his wife and from the station. Another world. Wondered if something might happen, tried not thinking about it too much.

Sheep Dip stared at the cold, snow-covered expanse of Ben Wyvis.

They passed from village to village to town. Stopped at every B&B, every hotel, every guest house. Blank looks; no one with anything to tell. A flicker of recognition every now and again, but only because of television. Nothing to be gained. The snow flurried on and off, the hills came and went in the low cloud. Hardly a word was spoken between them. The tension ebbed and flowed, waned and grew. Comments were made, replies given or not. Both unhappy, Sheep Dip oblivious.

Early afternoon, two things happened. Lunch had passed with a hurried sandwich, without a word. Two things; they started speaking, and they encountered someone who had met Barney Thomson. Approaching Tain, heading up the east coast; Proudfoot tired of the atmosphere.

'Not saying much today,' she said. 'You all right?'

Mulholland glanced at her to check she was talking to him; a quick glance. The weather was gradually deteriorating as they went; he needed to concentrate on the road. He let out a long sigh.

'Hacked off, Sergeant, that's all. You look much the same.'

'Suppose,' she said.

'Right,' he said. 'You first.'

She glanced over, but he wasn't looking at her. The snow fell, headlamps glared towards them.

She took her time. How much did you tell the boss, even if it was only a temporary position? Couldn't go saying the works, but knew what she was like. Once she got going.

'Barney Thomson?' Mulholland volunteered on her behalf.

She shrugged. Wasn't sure.

'Maybe. Can't get rid of the image of him wielding a meat cleaver and salivating. It's weird, though. You just can't see it in the pictures. He just looks like some middle-aged sad bastard.'

'Aye, I know. John Thaw without the personality.'

Sheep Dip smiled in the back. A man with his own opinions on Barney Thomson, opinions which he was going to keep to himself.

'Aye. Something like that,' she said. 'Anyway, it's not just that, 'cause let's face it, we're not going to find him. If the guy's got any sense, he'll have disappeared off the face of the earth.'

'Unless he's a total idiot.'

'Suppose. I've still got him down as a mad, calculating bastard, though.'

'Maybe. But you always fear the unknown, and he might be running 'cause he's scared. He should've turned himself in, we need to catch him, but perhaps he's just a sad wee bloke who's made a lot of bad judgement calls. The entire country's quaking in their boots about him, but it could be he's quaking in his boots about everyone else.'

Proudfoot felt a shiver, despite the warmth of the car.

'Then again,' Mulholland continued, 'maybe he's a psycho headcase. Sleeps with a chainsaw under his pillow. Eats babies. Wears a human finger pendant. Who knows? Hopefully we'll find out, but we might just end up being on holiday for a few days.'

'Now there,' said Proudfoot, 'is something I really need, but not in the sodding Arctic. We'll be seeing flipping penguins at this rate.'

'You don't get penguins in the Arctic,' volunteered Sheep Dip from the cheap seats.

'Whatever.'

'It's not just Barney Thomson, then?'

What the hell, she thought. Might as well out with it. What difference did it make anyway?

'Nah. I've just had enough at the moment. Too much paperwork, too much crap. Don't even enjoy the good stuff. Don't even get a buzz from sticking the light on the car so I can get my fish supper home before it gets cold.'

He laughed. 'Never done that. Have used it for going to the toilet a couple of times, mind.'

Sheep Dip raised an eyebrow, but having several times, a few years previously, used his blue light to facilitate relationships with three women at once, he was not going to judge.

'Done that as well,' she said, 'but nothing does it for me anymore. Interviewing, catching people out, investigating, everything. Just don't care, you know.'

He nodded, kept staring ahead into the driving snow. Felt he could be having this conversation with most of the people he knew on the force. They all faced it at some time, mostly they carried on because there was nothing else they could do.

'Difficult to get out though, eh?' said Sheep Dip. 'I don't know what it's like down there, but up here there's nothing. A bit of farming, the summer tourist stuff, then there's the low-budget porn flics they're making these days in Scrabster and Wick, but that's about it.'

'Right,' said Proudfoot, turning to include him in the conversation. Mulholland gritted his teeth. 'What else is there? Night guard at some factory, where sooner or later you're going to get a brick in the napper and spend the rest of your life in a home, being spoon-fed Brussels sprouts by a fifty-year-old spinster with a beard? No thanks.'

'You could do one of those personal bodyguard things,' said Mulholland, trying to reclaim the conversation for himself. Feeling ridiculously in competition.

'And have Brad Pitt smother me in chocolate?'

He took his eyes momentarily off the road. Looked at her. Turned back before he smashed into an advancing tractor.

'That wasn't quite what I was thinking.'

'Oh. Anyway, I doubt it. Don't see myself trailing after some pompous prick who thinks he's so important he needs personal protection.'

'Fair point.'

The signpost heralding Tain whistled past in the snow, and they turned off the A9 and down into the village. Another drive through small-town northern Scotland in search of places to stay.

'Your turn,' said Proudfoot. 'What's getting at you?'

He didn't answer. Didn't want to talk about Melanie. Didn't, now that it came to it, want to talk about anything. And certainly not with the Dip in the back. Retreated into his shell.

'Later,' he said, as they approached the first B&B, Vacancy sign swinging outside in the snow. Blatant retreat, thought Proudfoot. Wondered how close he would allow himself to get. Switched off, readied herself for another pointless interrogation.

He parked the car outside the house, led the way up the garden path. Bitter cold, hands like ice; Proudfoot, jacket pulled tight around her, followed. Head bowed. Sheep Dip traipsed behind. Mulholland rang the bell. They stood and shivered. There should have been constables out on this duty.

An enormous wait in the snow and cold. An eternity. Felt like they were freezing to death where they stood. About to abort when the door creaked open, an old woman appeared. Wrinkled face and extravagant hair, savage and feral, which had seen battle with many a pink rinse.

'Chief Inspector Mulholland, Sergeants Proudfoot and Dip,' said Mulholland, presenting his card. Proudfoot smiled, Sheep Dip didn't mind.

The woman looked them up and down, arms folded across her chest, cardigan close around her.

'Are there enough of you?' she said. Soft Highland accent, belying wild exterior.

Mulholland ignored the sarcasm, produced the photo of Barney Thomson. 'Do you recognise this man, Mrs...'

'McDonald, Nellie McDonald, that's me. And aye, I do recognise him. It's that Barney Thomson character they're aye on about in the papers.'

'That's right.' He kept the photo held out where she could see it. Proudfoot shivered, stared at the snow on the ground. 'He's known to have visited this area in the past couple of weeks. Now, there's no need to be alarmed, but is there any possibility that he might have stayed here with you? Maybe worn some kind of disguise and used a false name. Maybe he—'

'Oh aye, he was here. Stayed for a couple of nights, a week or two back.'

Mulholland did not immediately reply. The snow fell, though he did not feel it.

'Excuse me?' he said.

She tutted loudly, looking behind them at the snow.

'It's right cold to be standing out in the snow, is it not? Why don't you come inside? You must be frozen.'

'Thanks,' said Mulholland, and they followed the landlady as she retreated into the warmth of her house. Huge bum waddled down the hall. Sheep Dip closed the door behind them, and they walked into the front room. A small fire burned in the hearth; lamps were on, giving the room a warm glow. Two tables were already set for the following day's breakfast. No television, a silent record player loitered by the window.

'Sit yourselves down,' she said. 'Now, you'll be wanting a cup of tea.'

'Brilliant, thanks,' said Sheep Dip.

'No, really,' said Mulholland, giving him a sideways glance, 'if we could just ask you some questions.'

'Ach, for goodness sake, you look frozen. I'll just get you a wee cuppy and some biscuits. I'll not be a minute.'

'That'll be lovely, thank you, Mrs McDonald,' said Proudfoot.

'Aye, you take care of that man of yours, lassie, he looks like he could do with a bit of fattening up,' said Mrs McDonald, and she bustled from the room.

'Bloody hell,' said Mulholland, voice lowered, once she'd gone. 'We could be about to get our first contact with the ghost of Barney Thomson, and you two eejits encourage her to mince off and make tea.'

'She'll tell as anyway,' retorted Proudfoot. 'It's not like he's still here. And besides, you need fattening up.'

'Piss off, Sergeant.'

The fire crackled, coals snapped. Mulholland got up and stood in front of it, looking down into the flames. Proudfoot stared at the floor, glanced at him occasionally. He was lost in the flames. Sheep Dip wondered if it'd be Tetley. He liked Tetley.

'Right, then, you three, here you go.'

Nellie McDonald charged into the room and placed an overladen tray onto the coffee table. Besides the pot of tea and three cups, milk and sugar, there were four slices of buttered fruitcake, a whole chocolate cake, three slices of some other lemony-looking cake, a box of mince pies, a round of crumpets with strawberry jam, a couple of scones, some toast, six chocolate biscuits, a packet of ginger creams, ten pieces of shortbread, fourteen Jaffa Cakes, sixty or seventy digestives, and at least eight hundred butter creams.

'Now then, here's a wee something to keep you going. I expect you're having a long day.'

'Can we talk about Barney Thomson?' said Mulholland.

'Now, now, there'll be plenty of time for that. You just have a couple of pieces of cake and a nice cup of tea. Milk or sugar?'

'Milk, no sugar, thanks,' he said reluctantly. Proudfoot smiled.

'And you lassie?'

'Milk, two sugars, please.'

'That's grand. Now you help yourself to some cake as well, because you're looking a bit thin around the jowls.'

'Yes, ma'am.'

'And you, laddie?'

Sheep Dip leant forward. 'A wee bitty milk and seven sugars, please,' he said.

Nellie McDonald smiled. 'A man after my own heart.'

They moved over to the table, started helping themselves to food from the platter. Felt like children at their gran's house on a Sunday afternoon. Expecting to be offered sweets when they were finished. And fifty pence for being good.

'You said that Barney Thomson stayed here, Mrs McDonald,' said Mulholland eventually; piece of chocolate cake stuck to the side of his face. Proudfoot did her best not to laugh.

'Och, aye, he did. A couple of weeks ago, or so, you know. Only for two nights.'

Hot lead went cold. Mulholland sank.

'You weren't aware at the time of the crimes of which this man has been accused?'

'Ach, I didn't believe any of that rubbish. He was lovely. Very quiet, no trouble. Paid in cash.'

Mulholland and Proudfoot exchanged looks. Serious business, but Proudfoot was having trouble not bursting into a fit of giggles.

'But there's a nationwide manhunt for this man at the moment. You didn't think of reporting his presence to the police?'

'Ach, I didn't like to bother anyone. And I'm not so sure he's guilty anyway. Are you sure you're after the right man? He was a lovely lad, very gentle. Paid in cash.'

'That may be the case, but you still ought to have reported his presence here to the local police.'

She smiled back at him. Nothing to say. No one reported their guests to the police. Against the code.

'Can you tell us anything about him?' he asked. Let the sigh escape.

'You'll have another piece of cake, lassie,' she said to Proudfoot. 'You'll not get by on that little you've eaten there.'

'Certainly,' said Proudfoot. Smile on her face. Moved forward and swiped a piece of chocolate cake and a biscuit.

'Mrs McDonald?' said Mulholland.

'All right, all right,' she said. 'I suppose there was something a wee bitty strange about him.'

'And what was that?'

'Well, it was most unusual. On the first morning he wanted a full fried breakfast, but here, if it wasn't just the thing, he only wanted a boiled egg on his second morning. Very strange. And no cornflakes either. Course, there are so many breakfast cereals these days. It's hard to keep up with what the customers want.'

'You should get those little individual packets,' said Sheep Dip.

'Aye,' said Mrs McDonald, 'I think it's come to that.'

'Apart from that,' said Mulholland tetchily, above the sound of Proudfoot trying to stop herself laughing, 'what can you tell us about his stay here?'

'Well, not a lot, not a lot. I didn't realise who he was at first. Gave a false name. I suppose that was canny.'

'Oh, aye? What was the name?'

'Barnabus Thompson, he said his name was. That was Thompson with a p, so I was a wee bitty confused, even though I thought I recognised him. But I worked it out, when was it? Maybe on the second day I realised that he'd just stuck a p in there to confuse everybody. I'm not that stupid, though.'

'Right. Anything else? What was he wearing? Did he look like he does in the photograph? What did he do here? When did he leave? Where did he say he was going? Anything like that?'

'Help m'boab, what a lot of questions. Will you not be having another wee bitty cake, dear? You're looking awful thin.'

'No, really, Mrs McDonald. Could you just answer the questions, please?'

'You'll never hang on to a fine lassie like this if you don't eat properly. Is that not right, darling?'

Proudfoot nodded. Mouth full of cake. Tried not to laugh and spit it out over the floor.

'Right, I suppose you'll be wanting your questions answering, then. The laddie got here late one night. A Tuesday I think, but I'm not sure. Said he'd got the bus up from Inverness. Wanted a room for a couple of days. Paid up for two nights as soon as he got here. I told him he didn't have to bother, but he insisted. Very courteous. I thought I recognised him from the news that night, but I couldn't be sure, what with his name being different. I mean, I said to Margaret in the grocer's the following morning about him, and she said, aye, well, right enough, he might well be up here. Anyway, I think he went out briefly the day he arrived and bought himself some clothes. I'm not daft, you know. It was then I realised he was on the run. There's no one comes to Tain just to buy clothes. He got a couple of nice shirts and some underwear. But he was wearing the same jacket, you know, the one they talked about on the news.'

'And the reason you didn't phone the police at this point was?'

'Ach, well, he seemed like a nice laddie. Judge not, that ye be not judged, you know what they say. Who am I to say that this man—'

'No one's asking you to say anything. That's up to the courts to decide. No one's saying he's guilty.'

'Ach, away, you're all saying he's guilty. The poor laddie's already been convicted by the press. O judgement! thou art fled to brutish beasts, and men have lost their reason.'

Mulholland stared at her, looked at Proudfoot. Proudfoot shrugged. Still smiling. Sheep Dip demolished cake.

'And when did he leave, Mrs McDonald?'

'Oh, let me think now.' Pursed her lips, stared at the carpet. 'About ten in the morning, two days after he arrived. And as I said, he didn't even have a full breakfast inside him, the daft laddie. Don't know what was the matter with him.'

'And did he say where he was going?'

'Oh, now let me see. We got talking, but you know how it is. My memory's not the best.' You can remember what he sodding had for breakfast, thought Mulholland. 'Here now, I think he said something about going somewhere where no one would ever have heard of him. When I think about it now, there might have been a wee bitty something in the paper that morning which upset him, you know. Here, you don't think that was why he didn't have his full breakfast, do you?'

Mulholland looked across the great divide. You just didn't get people like this in Glasgow. When people were obstructive in Glasgow, they did it intentionally, enjoying every minute.

'That was all? Nothing about a specific destination?'

'No, no, I don't think so. He left, got the bus, that was that. Have seen not hide nor tail of him since. Now, you'll be wanting another cuppy of tea?'

'No, no, no. Mrs McDonald, really, I've got another couple of questions, then we'll need to be going.'

'Ach, don't be silly. You're not going anywhere until you've cleared the tray. Now you three just sit there while I make a fresh potty. I might even join you myself. And you, you big lummox, you're not saying much. Cat got your tongue?'

Sheep Dip smiled, didn't reply. A mouth full of cake.

Receiving no answer, Mrs McDonald disappeared from the room, clutching the enormous tea pot in her right hand. Proudfoot and Mulholland stared at one another, Proudfoot on the point of laughter. Mulholland raised his finger.

'Don't, Sergeant. Don't even think about it. Bloody woman.'

Proudfoot smiled, said, 'Maybe she'd have taken you more seriously if you hadn't had that big bit of chocolate cake attached to your cheek.'

She glanced at Sheep Dip. Eyes said it all. Mulholland ran his hand across his face and once again felt five years old.

SPECTRE

––––––––
Barney sat and waited. Like a prisoner before the execution. The deed was done, the verdict given, the firing squad stood outside, cleaning gun barrels, checking rifle sights, chatting idly about the previous night's Premiership action. All in a day's work for them; the final act for Barney. He could feel the bullets zinging into him, could feel his body rock with the shock. Had seen it in the movies. His chest riddled with gunshots. And what if he didn't die? That was what he kept thinking. If the seven or eight bullet wounds weren't enough. Could see himself falling to the ground, could feel the pain. Presumed bullet wounds hurt; had never had one. Had been told about it once by a customer; he couldn't have been more than mid-twenties, claimed his injuries came from Vietnam. Wullie had said the guy had been listening to too many Springsteen songs.
Barney's mind rambled all over the place. His crimes of the past; bad haircuts he had known; lives he had ruined, either by inadvertent murder or by giving one of his infamous Poseidon Adventure cut-and-blow-dries; the life he had left behind, the life he'd come to.

But most of all, Barney wondered what he was doing there. Sitting in a cold, damp corridor, waiting to be seen by the Abbot, or Brother Herman. Or both. He had not the faintest idea what he'd done to warrant the attention. Presumed it was because he'd given the Abbot a bad haircut, though he'd thought at the time, that as Brother Cadfaels go, he'd totally nailed the sucker.

Trouble was, you could just never tell. How many times in the past had he given a haircut the like of which only kings could dream and the gods deliver, only to be rebuked by some ignorant cretin with no eye for a cut of wondrous beauty and construction. Like his famous Billy Connolly '81, which he'd given to a young chap, on request, a few years previously; a haircut from God's own factory, a haircut from Satan's nightmares, a haircut of erudition and infinite jest; yet a haircut which had been scorned by the customer, resulting in no tip and a near bar-room brawl when they'd bumped into each other in the pub three days later. Some people just did not appreciate talent.

Barney was an artist, and like all of his kind, misunderstood in his lifetime.

He could not imagine that the Abbot was such a man; he'd seemed happy enough after the cut. Perhaps, Barney pondered, he had a secret mirror somewhere, and had checked the cut after it'd been given. Barney's imagination raced. Maybe the Abbot had a lot more than a hidden mirror. Suddenly saw the Abbot inside his secret hideout, a massive operations cell underneath the monastery. Something from a Bond film – huge maps on the walls with lights displaying the locations of all the Abbot's nuclear warheads. Saw the Abbot sitting in a large white leather chair, stroking a cat. SPECTRE: Special Executive for Corruption, Terrorism, Revenge and Ecumenicalism. A worldwide network of monasteries, ostensibly there to lead a Christian life straight out of the Dark Ages, but in actuality a front for an organisation of religious terrorism. He wondered if beneath the monastery there was a tropical pool of piranha fish, kept starving for weeks; waiting for Barney, and all because he'd given the Abbot a bad haircut.

He clenched his fists, palms sweaty; closed his eyes, swallowed. He was aware of the faint rumour of his heart, becoming stronger. After all he had been through, was this to be the end?

With a violent click of ominous quiet, the door to the Abbot's study opened. Barney swallowed, Brother Herman summoned him into the Demon's Lair.

*** 

Barney sat before the Abbot, Brother Herman stood at the Abbot's shoulder, the hired hand. The Abbot looked troubled.

'You know why you are here, Brother Jacob?' he asked.

Barney swallowed. Eyes shifted between Abbot and bodyguard. His heart had kicked into low gear for rapid acceleration; felt like it was about to come crashing out through his chest to throb on the desk in front of him. Wondered if the Abbot had a switch under his desk; a trapdoor. One press, an instant, and Barney would be food for the fishes. Shark breakfast. Raw Barney; plenty of meat on him. The sharks would love it, and all because of a bad haircut. It had been bound to happen one day.

'Aye, Brother Blofeld, I do,' he said. Mouth dry.

'Blofeld?' The Abbot squinted, as if looking directly at the sun.

'Abbot, sorry. Brother Abbot,' said Barney. Tried to get his concentration under control. His imagination was leaping so far ahead of him it was in a different time zone; a different dimension, slightly out of sync with his own. 'It's about your haircut. I'm sorry, really. I was sure I'd done a good job. Maybe I could give you a Sean Connery. Or an F Murray Abraham.'

The Abbot shook his head; recognised Barney's babbling for what it was. Normally he would have smiled, but today was not for that. He had lost another of his monks, there was nothing about which to smile. He raised his hand. His left hand.

'Brother, dear Brother. The haircut was fine. I couldn't be happier about the cut. In fact, the whole monastery is talking about the great breadth of your God-given talent. You are a barber apart. A hirsutologist of the highest order. The wings of angels must flutter in your presence when you take to the scissors. If only Eve could have resisted eating apples like you cut hair, then there would be a lot less misery in the world.'

Barney relaxed. Almost smiled. Wings of angels, eh? That's me, he thought, no mistake. Nice to be appreciated.

Brother Herman frowned. A haircut was a haircut was a haircut. Didn't know what all the fuss was about. Thought that all the junior monks should have their heads shaved and be forced to wear a crown of thorns. A jaggedy-arsed crown of thorns at that, (just in case there was such a thing as a crown of thorns which wasn't jaggedy-arsed.) Mental head shake, and he switched back on, so that he could scrutinise the reaction of Brother Jacob to the information he was just about to receive. Knew that the Abbot's approach would be too soft.

'And talking of scissors, Brother Jacob, it is scissors which have led me to bring you here today. The very scissors, I believe, with which you showed your mastery yesterday afternoon.'

Would you shut up about the sodding haircuts, thought Herman.

'You will be aware that Brother Morgan was missing from breakfast this morning, and that the search for our dear brother was called off after no more than twenty minutes.'

Barney nodded. Brother Morgan. Bugger. He was about to be accused of murder, that was it. And he'd known all along. Had never truly believed that he was going to be roasted for a bad haircut; that had been denial. When the search for Morgan had been called off so quickly, it was obvious something had happened to him.

'The minute they called it off,' Brother Steven had said, 'and Morgan hadn't hoved into view with a couple of Uberbabes under his arms, reeking of weed and breathing alcohol fumes all over the Abbot as he told him what he could do with his monastery, it was obvious the guy had been stiffed.'

'I'm afraid our dear brother was found dead.' Barney nodded. Naturally. 'It ails me to tell you that he had been murdered.' Barney continued to nod. Almost went without saying. Did anyone die without being murdered anymore? Still hadn't spotted the connection with the mention of scissors. 'And it pains me greatly to tell you that Brother Morgan was stabbed. Stabbed with a pair of scissors.' Barney nodded again. The penny still refused to drop. Knew that scissors were an excellent instrument of death, having used them himself, however inadvertently. 'The scissors with which you cut the hair of six monks yesterday afternoon.' Barney nodded. Haircutting scissors. Long, thin, sharp. Superb for the job. Kill someone every time.

The penny dropped. So did Barney's chin. Suddenly words were rushing to get out of his mouth, like troops over the top of a Great War trench. And to the same effect.

'I didn't do it! You don't think I did it, do you? Me? I didn't do it. Why would I want to kill the librarian? I didn't even know there was a librarian? A librarian? Do we have a library? Brother Morgan, I thought the librarian's name was Brother Florgan. Or Jorgan, maybe. I've never even heard of Brother Morgan.'

The Abbot lifted his hand once more.

'Jacob, Jacob, be still your tongue. No one is here to accuse you of killing Brother Morgan.' There was an almost imperceptible twitch in Herman's eye. 'No one suspects you, dear friend. At least, no more than they suspect anyone else, for we must all be under suspicion at this grave time. Yet it is the Lord who will be our judge.'

'Aye,' said Barney, 'it'll be the Lord, right enough.' Thought, as he said it, that if he was to be judged by the Lord, he was in serious trouble. As he would, in fact, were he judged by anyone.

'I have called you in so that Brother Herman can ask certain questions pertaining to the scissors. When you last saw them and so forth. Just because you were known to have had them last does not make you any more of a potential killer than the rest. Any one of us could have taken the scissors. Be not afraid, Brother. Answer Brother Herman truthfully, and God will be on your side.'

God. Right. Good old God. You can always count on the Big Guy.

Barney shifted uncomfortably in his seat, nodded at the Abbot, then looked at Brother Herman. Herman spoke, his lips hardly moving. Low voice, the threatening monotone that Barney had grown to dread.

'Brother Jacob,' said Herman. Said the name Jacob as if it might be Judas. As if he might know that the man to whom he was talking was not really called Jacob. 'Can you tell us the names of all the monks to whom you administered barbery yesterday afternoon?'

An easy enough opening to the inquisition. Reminded him of his police questioning from the past. And that had always developed into something much more sinister and difficult to negotiate.

'Well, there was the Abbot. That was a Brother Cadfael, as you know. Then there was a Sean Connery for Brother Brunswick.' From deep within the folds of his cloak, Brother Herman produced a notebook and began to write down the names, momentarily throwing Barney from his stride, but he started up once again after a glance from those sunken eyes. 'A Christian Slater for Brother Jerusalem, an F Murray Abraham for Brother Martin, and a Ron Perlman for Brother Ezekiel. Oh, aye, and I finished off with a Mike McShane for Brother Steven. Have to be honest, I wasn't sure what a Mike McShane looked like, but he—'

'Enough commentary, thank you, Brother,' snapped Herman, and Barney quailed before the voice. 'At what time did you finish cutting Brother Steven's hair?'

Barney stared at the floor. The questions seemed easy enough, but you could never be sure. Having difficulty getting it into his head that this time he hadn't actually done anything wrong.

'Well, you know, I'm not sure. It was dark, mind, right enough. About five, something like that.'

'Five,' said Herman in a low voice, writing it down. 'And what did you do with your equipment after that?'

Barney bit his lip. Wondered how guilty he was looking. Herman made him nervous. Noticed that the Abbot also bit his lip, and wondered if Herman made him nervous too.

'You know, I just kind of left it there beside the wee sink. I thought I should, you know, that's what Brother Adolphus says to us to do.'

Herman scribbled something in the notebook; Barney waited. Wondered what he could be writing. Scissors left beside sink. Big deal. How long could it take to write that?

'And of all these monks, was there anything that struck you as suspicious? Any of them take an undue interest in the scissors, or any other instrument at your disposal?'

Barney looked down, thinking. Had any of the brothers enquired about the scissors? Why should they have? Was about to dismiss the question when he remembered Brother Martin, the F Murray Abraham. He'd mentioned it. He'd asked about the scissors. What was it he'd said? Something about how sharp they were. Couldn't remember exactly.

Looked up at Brother Herman. Martin's words came back to him as he lifted his head. Sharp scissors, Brother, he had said. You could kill someone with them. That had been it. Damning words, but surely just a chance remark. Or had he known about Barney's past?

'Naw, nothing that I can think of,' said Barney.

Herman noticed the hesitation, the doubt. Filed it away. Every little bit was useful.

'Your last cut was Brother Steven?'

'Aye, that's right.'

'And he was with you when you left?'

This was a dawdle, thought Barney.

'Naw, he'd already gone, you know. I stayed behind just to clear up. Make sure I kept all the hair clippings, for the hairshirts and all that.'

'Hairshirts?' said the Abbot.

Brother Herman gave Barney a Reservoir Dogs look. Barney kept his mouth shut.

'And what did you do once you'd finished clearing up, Brother Jacob?'

Barney had a good answer to that one; took his time.

'Went and prayed, you know. To God,' he added as an afterthought, just in case anyone was going to have any doubts.

Herman scribbled something else in his book. The Abbot seemed distracted. He found it all disturbing. Would confide in no one, but the murder of two of his monks had begun to make him question his faith. And if he had doubts, how many of his number were feeling the same way?

Brother Herman scribbled on. Barney wondered what he was doing. Finally Herman raised his eyes. 'Thank you, Brother. That will be all for the moment.'

'Oh. Right. Stoatir.' Barney felt relief wash over him, like a sponge soaked in honey.

'Stoatir, Brother Jacob?' said the Abbot. 'These are dark times for us, my brother. You would do well to spend much of it in prayer.'

Barney nodded. 'Of course, Your Grace. Brother, I mean. Aye.' Looked at Herman, was further reduced in size. Decided it was time he took his leave. Opened his mouth, but there was nothing else to say. Walked backwards slowly towards the door, then turned and was gone.

As he walked down the corridor, relief continuing to wash over him like a towel submerged in champagne, he wondered why it was that when he had nothing to fear and much about which to feel guilty, he still felt only one step ahead of the inquisition.

Life. Death. Socks.

––––––––
Once again, Brothers Steven and Jacob were on gravedigging detail; so soon after the first time. A hole for Brother Morgan; late, lamented. An afternoon's work, for the burial the following morning. Accompanied by Brother Edward; a telegraph-pole youth, face the colour of white wine. Three to dig the hole – an arduous task in this frozen, crusted earth – two to fill it in again after the funeral. Barney had thought that he might escape the work, now that he was the official monastery barber. His hands needed protecting. Had been on the point of taking out an insurance policy on them before he'd had to disappear. Had got the idea from something he'd read about Betty Grable. A million dollars on her legs. Or had it been her ears? Had thought that perhaps he'd escape the heavy work, now that they all realised what a precious commodity were his hands. Yet, no; no such good fortune. Realised he had a long apprenticeship to work before he would be offered the small gifts which passed for favours in this murderous place.
It was mid-afternoon on the same day as the discovery of the body. Brother Herman had examined the corpse, had discovered everything he needed to know. Not much doubt over the cause of death, every other avenue open to him examined, no intention of calling in any outside authority for the necessary post-mortem. A cold day. The clear blue skies had clouded over, replaced by low, grey cloud. But still bright. It would snow again later, some of the monks had been saying. Reckoned that this might be a winter like the winter of '47. Snow around the abbey from November until June. That was the prediction.

The mere mention of June had had Barney thinking. Could he possibly still be here then? Still hiding? Might not the world have forgotten about Barney Thomson in six months' time? Would it not have moved on to some other macabre story? What he needed was for some other serial killer to strike, preferably in Glasgow, to take the country's mind off him. But of course, the minute anyone else was killed in Scotland, the murder would be blamed on Barney Thomson. No escape.

Barney was not to know the headline in that morning's Record: Barber-Surgeon in Sheep Slaughter Mystery; Farmers Outraged. He was right, however, in thinking that every crime that had ever been committed was being placed at his doorstep. A robbery in Dundee; a rape in Arbroath; shoplifting in Paisley; an unsolved murder in Edinburgh from 1976; Bucks Fizz winning the Eurovision Song Contest in 1981; Don Masson's penalty miss against Peru in Argentina; the murder of Riccio. There wasn't a crime against humanity that wasn't being laid at his door by an hysterical press and public whose imagination was being whipped to a frothy cream. Barney Thomson was the ultimate demon figure, to such an extent that within two weeks the Barney Thomson of the newspapers was unrecognisable from the Barney Thomson of reality. Only the police had maintained a sense of proportion, having a not unreasonable number of officers on the case, now headed by DCI Mulholland; while telling the press that they had every available man and woman in Scotland on it. And all the while, the monks were unaware of the supposed evil within their midst.

The earth was hard; rock-like. Brothers Steven and Edward hacked away with pick-axes, Barney shovelled out the broken earth. A slow business, and although it was still two hours until nightfall, they knew that they would do well to be finished by the time it got dark. They were cold and hungry. Steven, accepting of his fate, cold and hungry; Edward, happy that he was doing penance for his perceived crimes of the past, cold and hungry; and Barney, miserable, fed up, shaking, wishing he had run off to the Caribbean, cold and hungry. Kept letting out long sighs, waiting for one of the others to take him up on the offer he was making to complain. He waited in vain. Felt like his ears were about to drop off. And his nose. Killer Revealed as Man With No Nose or Ears; Fingers Also Gone. Barney shivered.

'It's a bit cold, eh?' said Barney, to break the monotony.

Brother Edward continued to swing the blunt pick-axe into the frozen ground. Enjoying the cold and hardship. Sometimes it paid to suffer. He didn't care if Barney was cold.

Steven straightened up, looked at Barney, then surveyed the surrounding countryside. Breathed deeply the cold air, felt it sting the inside of his nostrils. Smiled and looked at Barney.

'Come on, Jacob. It must make you feel alive, man. Breathe it in. Enjoy it. Just think how you'd be feeling if  you were having to work like this in sweltering heat, the sweat dripping off you, bugs chewing at your face. Bend your back, get stuck in, my friend. This is life as it is. Look forward to dinner and a cup of the Lord's finest wine.'

Barney shook his head. 'It's bloody freezing. I doubt I'll survive 'til my dinner. I'm knackered.'

Steven smiled. White teeth showed bright under grey cloud.

'All went lame; all blind; Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind. Tiredness, my friend. You haven't known it until you've known it in war. That's what they say.'

'Experience of that, have you?' asked Barney.

Steven smiled again and once more bent his back.

'Afraid not, my friend. But Brother Frederick, he'll tell you all about it. He may be old, but there's not a shell nor a rainfall nor a bath of mud that he can't remember. You could learn a lot. As for me, the wars of the soul and the mind are the only ones I've fought. Though, who knows? Perhaps they may be the bloodiest wars of all. What say ye, Edward?'

Brother Edward stared into the hole which was slowly taking shape beneath their swinging axes. Carried on working as he thought. Had always considered the war with the opposite sex to be the bloodiest of all. Had won a few battles there, now suffered the guilt of the victorious.

'Might that have been Great War poetry you were quoting there, Brother?' said Edward. Didn't want to talk about his own private battles. Three years in God's house had not healed the scars.

'You recognised it?'

'Aye, I did.'

Great War poetry? thought Barney. What a load of keich. Wished they would talk about football. Didn't know the irony.

'There's something always bugged me about the Great War,' said Edward.

As they talked, they began to swing their axes in time, one striking into the solid earth rhythmically after the other. Barney shovelled.

'What was that, Brother?'

'Gas.'

'Gas?'

'The poison gas issue,' said Edward, unconsciously speaking in time with the striking of the axes. 'They say that when the Germans first started using gas, and before the Brits had been given their masks, they used to pish into a sock and hold it over their mouths. Breathe through it, you know.'

Brother Steven had heard this. Struck robotically, his pick-axe a dull scimitar of the Lord's will.

'What I want to know,' said Edward, 'is this. Who was the first guy to do it? I mean, I'm sure the chemistry's all right, and all that.'

'Something to do with ammonia, probably,' said Steven.

'Whatever. Anything about pish is to do with ammonia. But here's the thing. Who was the guy who first thought of it? Who, when the gas came over and all the troops were running around bricking their pants, panicking and turning yellow, was the first guy to stand there like James Bond, be really cool, and say, "Don't know about you lot, but I'm pishing in my sock"?'

Steven struck mightily into the ground; the earth yielded to his strength.

'See what you mean. The guy must have been out there. On the edge. A visionary.'

'Exactly,' said Edward. His axe struck massively the earth. 'The guy was a visionary. So how come none of us has ever heard of him? I mean, there's all sorts of famous geezers from the Great War. Owen and Sassoon and all the rest of that mob. Haig, Kitchener, the Red Baron... Blackadder. So how come this bloke's not famous? He must've saved thousands of lives.'

'They probably shot him,' said Steven, axe cleaving its way through sundered earth.

'Shot him?'

'Sure. Think about it. Picture the scene,' said Steven. Barney, despite himself, was picturing the scene. He was in the trenches. In fact, he was digging a trench, steadfastly shovelling dirt; his spade clawed hard into lumpy earth. 'Early on in the war. Everyone already realises it's a bum rap and they're going to be there for years. A few shots are getting fired every now and again. The men are sitting around, smoking a few joints, reading letters from home, hanging out. You know the score. Suddenly, a few shells come over and next thing you know, the air smells of some cheap French toilet water. Within seconds everyone starts choking and turning yellow.' He paused. 'Can you see it?'

Edward nodded. 'I'm there.'

'So, our hero, we'll call him Corporal Jones, is a bit of a chemist. Realises the only way to survive is to breathe through pish. So in the middle of the mayhem and panic and tumult, he sits down on a bench, cool as a pint of cider, removes a sock, and whips out his knob and pishes into it. Then he sticks it over his gob. Easy. The rest of the men are looking at him as if he's an alien. Pointing and saying to each other, "Check out Jonesy, the bastard's pishing into his sock." So they all stand around and gawp, and despite Jonesy's best efforts to get them to follow his example, within minutes they're all dead.

'So, a bit of a wind picks up, blows away all the gas. Some lieutenant-colonel or other charges up to the front to check it out, once the danger's past, of course, and there's Jonesy safe as houses and everyone else dead to the world. "What went on here?" asks Colonel Bumfluff. "Well, sir," says Jonesy, "the Germans gassed us and I was the only one to pish in my sock." Think about it. Our hero was going to have a bit of a credibility problem. Next thing he knows he's been court-martialled and shot, because that's what they did in those days. Two minutes late for work and you got a bullet in the back of the head.'

Edward heaved his axe into the hard ground with mighty abandon.

'Could be right. But if he got shot and all the others died, how did it catch on?'

'They probably tested it out to see if he was telling the truth; but not until after they'd killed him, of course. Probably sent Mrs Jones an apology along with the telegram telling her he was dead. So days after Jonesy died for his trouble, pishing in your sock was all the rage. In fact, there were probably blokes who pished in their socks even when they didn't have to. Sock sniffers. Expect they shot them as well.'

'Aye, I suppose you're right, Brother. Too bad the guy has never been recognised.'

Steven nodded. Plunged the axe verily unto the frozen soil.

'Aye. I can see the statue,' said Steven, and he laughed. Edward laughed along with him, Barney also, although only to cover the feeling of exclusion. But soon the laughter died among the three men, because this day was no day for laughter, and this was not just any digging work which they were undertaking. This was work to bury one of their own – the second in a few days.

They lapsed into silence, the sound of their digging travelling clear up the snow-covered glen, through the thin, cold air. Monks at work, and despite the laughter and the idle conversation, weighed down by sadness and fear.

*** 

'How many more monks will die here?' asked the Abbot.

Brother Herman stared out the window of the Abbot's study, across the forest and hills of snow. A bright afternoon despite the low cloud, but snow would come later, he thought. His arms were folded across his chest, his face was long, eagle eyes stared out from deep sockets. His arms moved with the swelling of his chest, but faintly, so that it appeared he was hardly breathing.

'We cannot allow the police here, Brother Abbot, you know that. Any time the outside world has been allowed to breathe its fetid breath upon the abbey, it has spelt disaster. It would be no different this time. There can be no outside influence. They would contaminate, they would insinuate themselves into the very fabric of our lives, like a cancer, and destroy us utterly. That is how it will be, Brother Abbot.'

The Abbot sat, head bowed, the two men with their backs to one another.

'But I say again, Brother Herman. How many more monks will die here? How long must this go on? Until we are all dead? Until only one survives? It cannot be allowed to continue.'

'And neither shall it, Brother Abbot,' said Herman. He turned, the Abbot turned to engage his eye. 'Give me a few days, that is all I need.'

'You have some clue as to the perpetrator?'

Herman hesitated. Eyes narrowed. 'Not as yet, Brother, but I will. It is clear after this second crime that these deeds are related in some way to the library. I will go there, I will leave no monk unturned until I have discovered the truth. I am confident that I can uncover the meaning behind these deaths.'

The Abbot looked away, heart heavy. The tragedy of life.

'I must appoint a new librarian, but who would I give that post to now? Who would take it?'

Herman's eyes narrowed even further, burrowing into the back of the Abbot's head. Fingers twitched. 'I will be the next librarian.'

The Abbot swivelled, stared into the narrow slits of Herman's eyes.

'Brother? But you are not a learned man.'

'Only until I discover the identity of the killer of our brothers. And if they should come after me, well, then indeed shall they be found out and brought to justice.'

The Abbot breathed deeply and looked away. Two librarians dead. Anyone expressing an interest in the library now might possibly be the one who wanted rid of the previous incumbents. Maybe it was wise to have Brother Herman on hand to deal with all the enquiries to the library. But then, what if Herman became the next victim? What if Herman was not as safe from the black hand of Death as he believed? Could he sacrifice Brother Herman to his desire to bring this killer to justice?

'I am unsure, Brother. I am not sure that I can ask any of my brethren to put their lives at risk at this time.'

Herman nodded, a long slow movement. He knew well how to play the Abbot.

'Give me two days, Brother Abbot, that is all I'll need. If I have not found the killer by then, I will go along with your desire to bring in the police from outside.' He let the words hang in the cold air. 'Two days,' he repeated.

The Abbot stared at the floor. Maybe he would find God there, for in the last few days, he had lost sight of him. These were his darkest hours.

Eventually he spoke. His voice sounded strange, alienated from his body.

'Very well, Brother,' he said. 'Two days you shall have. After that, I am afraid, I must prevail upon you to bring in the outside agencies of the law. And who knows then what troubles we shall be in, for burying our dear departed brothers.'

Herman stared from deep eye sockets, pupils shone. He knew he could always get his way with the Abbot. That was what they were like; all of them. There to be manipulated. And, of course, on this occasion the Abbot was right to accede to his request.

'Thank you, Brother. I shall not fail you.'

The Abbot looked past furrowed brow, up into the black eyes.

'May the Lord be with you, Brother,' he said, then looked away. He thought that the Lord had forsaken this place; and the Lord would not be with any of them for a very long time.

Brother Herman bowed his head; the hood of his cloak moved forward and his face fell into shadow. Slowly, his feet noiseless on the stone floor, he walked from the room.

*** 

The hole was complete. Regulation. Four feet wide, seven feet long, six feet deep. Awaiting Brother Morgan.

The work of Steven and Edward was over, the earth chopped and hacked into shovel-friendly dirt. They stood at the edge of the grave looking down into the pit, watching Brother Jacob heave the soil up and over the top. Nearly finished. No longer cold now, Barney; sweating with the effort. Hands raw.

'Feels kinda weird,' said Steven. The expression on his face never changed.

'How d'you mean?' asked Edward.

'The scissors thing,' said Steven. 'The same scissors that were used to cut my hair, a few hours later are used to murder poor Morgan. There's got to be some weird karmic thing going on, don't you think?'

Barney hesitated before his next shovel. Not sure if Steven was addressing him or Edward. Too busy thinking about the words of Brother Martin. 'You could kill someone with those.' What had that been about? Would they really be the words of someone who intended to use the scissors as a murder weapon?

Decided to ignore Steven. Nothing to do with karma, he thought. It was God. God continuing to shit on him everywhere he went; surrounding him with death and murder. Reckoned that if he were the only person left on the planet, God would still find someone to die in his immediate proximity.

'See what you mean,' said Edward. 'Definitely something going on, no mistake. The interconnectedness of it. Got to be some Jungian thing happening. You must be freaked.'

'Don't know about freaked, Brother. I mean, I'm sure God's cool about it. Same with Jacob here. Just trying to do his job, and the next thing he knows his work implement has been embedded in Brother Morgan's neck. Could just as easily have been your pick-axe, Brother Brunswick's trowel, or Brother Raphael's soup ladle.'

'Aye,' said Edward, 'you're right. And you know, it's no different out there, in the real world. Lachlan, the young lad who makes the meat deliveries from Durness once a month, he was in this morning. Mentioned something that's been happening in Glasgow. Some serial killer's on the loose, apparently. He was about to tell me about it, but I asked him not to. Didn't want to hear it, not at the moment. Expect Brother David will get the full story when he goes into Durness next week.'

Edward shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyebrows. Sadly, it seemed, life in the monastery was more a mirror of contemporary life that any of them would wish.

'Are you all right down there, Brother Jacob?' said Steven, staring down into the grave. 'You're looking a little faint.'

Uma Thurman Serves Barney A Beer. Naked.

––––––––
Late at night in the monastery; the monks lay awake with their fears, listening to the storm. Trees were tossed, shutters rattled, doors and floorboards creaked. They imagined that every noise was the sound of a killer on the move; wondered if they would be the next victim, the next on the slab of death. Each one could feel the sharpness of cold steel piercing their neck. They expected it at any second. Knew that if they fell asleep they might never wake up.
The Library Murders; that was what they were calling them, even though there was no evidence that that was where the murders had been committed. There was perhaps some comfort to them in that so far it had been the librarians who had died; these men, brave with their faith in God, would all have refused the position of librarian had it been offered to them. Delighted that Herman had taken it on; doubted that any killer would be so bold as to tackle Herman. There would be a brave man, and foolish.

And so much for those rumours which had suggested that a liaison between Morgan and Saturday had soured, leading to the murder of the latter by the former. There must be more to it than that, but the gossip of the monastery could furnish no clues. Something hidden among the books, they presumed – and they were wrong – but no one had any real idea.

Must be Brother Jacob, that's what some of them were thinking, although none would say it. Un-Christian to think so ill of someone, just because he was unfamiliar. But it all tied up. A new monk arrives, some of the regulars get murdered. Jacob must have brought something with him; some evil intent or malign spirit.

Through no fault of his own, Barney was as mistrusted within the monastery as he was on the outside.

And he lay awake also, the evil Barney Thomson. Cold. Listened to the sound of the wind, knowing that a blizzard blew without. He could feel it as if the snow were falling directly on top of him. His mind was a tangle, a swirling array of unfinished thoughts and ideas. Remorse, regrets, doubts. Dwelling on past crimes, constantly replaying them. How would it be now if he'd done things differently?

When he had killed Wullie; an accident, undoubtedly. If he had called the police immediately, what then? Would he have gone to prison, or could he have found some hot-shot lawyer to get him off? Guilty of manslaughter, no doubt, but a three-year suspended sentence. Then he would never have had to kill Chris; as long as he hadn't been in police custody when his mother had died, he could've cheerfully disposed of all the body parts in her freezer at some future date, and no one need ever have thought of the connection between those murders and himself. He might have had to leave the shop, but if you play these things correctly you can become a bit of a celebrity. Write a book; appear on one of those chat shows, Kilroy or Jerry Springer – I'm a Killer, But Really I'm A Decent Chap. He'd have been an ideal guest.

Public sympathy would have flowed. He could have sold the film rights to the book, then taken the cash and set up his own shop up north somewhere. He remembered the cold; bugger the north. He could have gone to the Caribbean, or managed to swing a job on a cruise ship. Left Scotland forever, to cut the hair of the stars. Saw himself giving Sean Connery a Sean Connery, receiving an enormous tip. He could've forgotten all about Agnes – which he'd done anyway – and had his pick of women. Maybe even Barbara, the sister-in-law from the gods. He could've had one over on his sodding brother for the first time in his life.

Barney smiled in the dark. A beach-side shop; the waves lapping gently on the shore; a calypso band playing nearby; Barney cutting Robert Redford's hair, at a charge of several hundred pounds; while Barbara served them both cocktails, topless. And all that, if only he'd called the police after he'd killed Wullie, instead of bundling the body up and sticking it in the back of his car. What a fool he'd been.

Instead, it was the depths of winter, and Barney was renowned for all the wrong reasons. He was that month's pet hate figure. Centrefold in the Christmas edition of Serial Killer Monthly, hounded from his home, hounded to the farthest ends of the country, to feel his feet and testicles freeze up under a slender blanket in the bleakest inhabited building in Scotland.

The door to his room creaked slowly open; his senses awoke. But he did not move. Strangely he did not live in fear of the killer, as the rest of the monks did. Too close to death for too long, he didn't care any more. He did not fear death – just detection. Assumed it was Brother Steven, with whom he shared a room. Was aware that the brother had left not five minutes previously.

He felt a presence standing over him, but still did not open his eyes.

'Brother? Brother Jacob?' came the strained whisper. Not the voice of Steven.

Barney's heart flickered; he opened his eyes. In the dark, he could make out the figure of Brother Martin, hood drawn back from his face. His heart did more than flicker. Brother Martin! A man well aware of the lethal properties of a pair of scissors. Maybe Barney feared death after all.

'Brother Jacob, we must talk.'

Barney sat up, looked through the gloom; was aware of the noise of the wind, could feel the cold even more bitterly as the blanket slid from him, his nightshirt thin protection.

'Brother Martin?' he said.

'Brother, you must promise me. What I said yesterday, while you cut my hair. You know it was nothing, the sharpness of the scissors. It was just a remark, you know that. You haven't mentioned it to Brother Herman, I hope. Have you been called to see Brother Herman?'

Brother Martin stood breathlessly over Barney. Barney wondered if within the folds of his cloak he held a dagger or some other weapon. Something which he could drive into Barney's breast should the need arise.

'You've got nothing to worry about, Brother,' said Barney.

He was aware of Martin taking a step back.

'That is indeed good news, Brother. For you know that it was but a chance remark.'

'Aye, Brother Martin, no bother. And I've seen Herman already, right enough.'

'Indeed?'

'But I didn't say anything, you know. I mean, I had to tell him I cut your hair and all that, but I pointed no fingers.'

'That was very wise, Brother. Very wise indeed. And you will be equally discreet about this visit, I'm sure.'

Discreet. Barney had to think about that. He perceived a threat, unsure if one was intended. If in doubt, he remembered someone saying at the height of the Glasgow serial killer panic, assume that your every interlocutor is a killer. Especially when they called in the middle of the night.

'Aye,' he said, 'no bother, Brother. Discreet as fuck, me. I mean, sorry. About the language. Discreet.'

He felt Brother Martin retreating through the room. The door swung open, its creaking blending with the roaring creaks of the monastery in the storm. Barney could see the dark figure as he stopped at the door. Wondered, decided to ask.

'How did you know Brother Steven would not be here?'

There was no immediate answer. In among the groans of the old building, Barney was aware of Martin's breathing. Heavy, ominous, deliberate. The hairs on the back of Barney's neck began to stand to attention, zombies from the grave. He could feel them crawl across his neck, bumping into each other.

'Some things are easily taken care of,' came the cold reply across the darkness. Martin let the words hang there in the freezing air, then slowly left, closing the door behind him.

Barney shivered, cold and fear. Lay back down on the bed, pulled the blanket up to his neck. Goose bumps careered across his body with wild abandon; shivers racked every inch.

What had been meant by that? Some things are easily taken care of? He wondered if Brother Steven sat out somewhere in the forest, a knife embedded in his neck, the smile of the dead on his face. But he'd only left a few minutes before Martin had arrived. Hardly time for Martin to strike, especially with the storm. Except, perhaps, that Martin had taken care of Steven elsewhere, and only now would drag the body out into the cold. A young, fit man, Brother Martin. Couldn't have been any more than twenty-five. More than capable of killing one of the brothers, then dragging the body out into the snow.

Yet, Brother Martin? It didn't make sense. Why, if you are going to use something as an implement of murder, mention it before you do it? A double bluff? To rule himself out by saying something which he obviously wouldn't have done had he been going to commit murder? Same with his visit this evening. By the mere fact of looking so obviously suspicious, Martin might imagine that he was distancing himself from the crime.

So, Martin must be the killer, thought Barney. Or else, he definitely wasn't.

He felt pleased that he'd narrowed it down to one of two possibilities. He could have been a policeman. Better than some of the muppets he'd come across in the past year.

Tell Brother Herman, don't tell him, face up to Martin, completely ignore him. Barney's mind was imploding in a tangle of labyrinthine confusion. He closed his eyes, and in the renewed claustrophobic darkness, he felt the pain of regret. If only he'd confessed to killing Wullie Henderson, he could now be lying on a beach in Antigua, Sharon Stone stroking his forehead and Uma Thurman serving him pints of heavy. Naked.

Barney wondered many things as he gave in once more to the bitter cold. Did they serve heavy in Antigua? Would he ever see Brother Steven again?

A Good Place For A Serial Killer

––––––––
Mulholland and Proudfoot. Breakfast. The full business. Sitting at the window of a small guest house just outside Helmsdale; as far as they'd reached the previous evening. Looking across fields of snow, a bright morning. Blue skies and a better mood. Mulholland helped by having been unable to speak to Melanie the night before and, although he didn't realise it, the temporary absence of Sheep Dip. Assuming that his wife had gone, and felt the release. A problem put off to another day was a problem solved. Wondered if this was it, his marriage over. Was in such confusion about it that he had fallen back on fragile good humour. Taken Proudfoot with him.
They ate well, the hunger of the relaxed. Felt like they might be getting somewhere, having picked up the scent of Barney Thomson. Enjoying the renewal of enthusiasm, not thinking about what might happen if they ever found their man. Engrossed in food and serious debate.

Bacon, link sausage, Lorne sausage, fried egg, haggis, potato scone, black pudding, tomatoes, mushrooms, toast, marmalade, tea. All the main food groups.

'It was Velma,' said Proudfoot.

Mulholland shook his head. 'Definitely Thelma,' he replied.

Proudfoot dealt with a piece of toast, smothered it with marmalade. Popped the remnants of a sausage into her mouth, then some of the toast. Detective Sergeant Dip currently ate in much the same way, but was spending the night with friends. Something he was able to do in virtually every town in the Highlands.

'Definitely, definitely, definitely Velma,' she said. 'No question.'

Mulholland clinked his knife and fork on a cleared plate, turned his attention to the toast. Jam or marmalade? Marmalade.

'What are you talking about? Velma? What kind of name is that? Velma's not even a real name. It's not a word, it's not a food substance or a brand name, it's not a place, it's not a disease. "What's the matter with you, mate?" "Touch of the velma, Big Man." No chance. It's nothing. Not a name, not a disease, nothing. No one's called Velma. Do you know anyone called Velma?'

'No, but then I'm from Glasgow. People don't get called Velma in Glasgow. I don't know anyone called Thelma either, but I'm not disputing its existence as a name. It was definitely Velma.'

'Get out of my face, Velma! The reason people don't get called Velma in Glasgow is because it's not a name. No one gets called Velma anywhere. What kind of idiot would call their daughter Velma?'

Proudfoot finished off the last of her bacon, then laid the cutlery quietly down on the plate. Downed some tea, lifted the pot to pour some more.

'Doesn't have to be any kind of idiot. She's a cartoon character, she doesn't actually have parents. Scooby Doo isn't real.'

'Get out of my face.'

'Right, bet you,' she said.

'You're on. How much?'

'A million pounds.'

He smiled, said, 'It's a deal. I can start thinking how I'll spend the money, you can start thinking how you're going to raise it.'

'Won't have to. Velma, Velma, Velma.'

'No way,' said Mulholland. 'Anyway, that wasn't the main issue. The real question was, were Fred and Daphne shagging?'

Proudfoot laughed. The woman of the house appeared beside their table. They looked up and wondered if they were about to be told off for having an inappropriate conversation at the breakfast table.

'There's a call for you, Chief Inspector,' she said, sounding suspicious. At the mention of the job title, nervous glances were passed between the two other occupied tables. If they'd only known there'd been a policeman in their midst, perhaps they would not have been so loose with their tongues; assuming that all police officers are constantly on the lookout for people to arrest.

'Thanks,' said Mulholland. Glanced at Proudfoot, rose from the table. 'Probably being recalled to Glasgow 'cause we haven't found him yet.'

'Watch your testicles.'

'Thanks.'

Mulholland walked from the small dining room. Proudfoot looked out of the window at the snow-covered fields stretching away to low hills. The other five people in the room looked warily at her. Might she also be the police, or was she the moll? A bit on the side he carried with him. Or maybe she was a one-nighter he'd picked up in one of the seedy strip joints in Helmsdale or Brora.

An uncomfortable silence dominated the room. The clink of knives, cups and saucers, toast crunching between teeth. The silent sounds of suspicion. Proudfoot felt it, too bored with the police to enjoy it anymore. Stared out at the snow, mind rambling. Wondered if they were in for a long winter. Didn't think about Barney Thomson; couldn't help thinking about Joel Mulholland. It never did any harm to think.

He returned, walking quickly into the room. Good humour gone. Businesslike.

'Come on, Sergeant,' he said. Knew it, thought the other five in the room. 'We've got a sighting of our man. Dip's come up with something, some hotel near Wick that Thomson stayed in. We'd better get a move on before Sheep careers off across the Highlands on some wild-goose chase.'

*** 

A small hotel on the sea-battered east coast. They could already hear the sound of the waves crashing onto the rocks, a great tumult of noise. The hotel looked not unlike the Bates house, high on a promontory. Gothic. Good sea views. Gave the hotel its name. The Sea View. They both thought the same thing as they got out of the car, hugging their jackets around them to fight off the biting wind whistling in off a bitter North Sea; wonder how long it took some genius to think that up?

A couple of other cars in the car park. No other buildings in sight. A desolate, dreary spot. Difficult to imagine there being any life in this place, even on the brightest of days.

A good place for a serial killer.

Mulholland pushed open the door and marched into reception. Hit by a wonderful warmth, Proudfoot quickly closed the door behind them. Had expected the inside to be as bleak as the exterior, but instead, thick carpets, heating up full. It could have been any of a hundred hotels in Scotland. Red carpet, pictures of stags on the walls, warm, smoky smell of an open fire. Mulholland thought of his honeymoon; long nights and long mornings, lazy afternoons; a time when the rest of his life had been set. He banished the memory, consigned it to the appropriate bin.

A young woman appeared. Canadian. Although, as with all Canadians, this did not outwardly manifest itself.

'Hi, what can I do for you? Would you like a room?'

'No thanks. Chief Inspector Mulholland and Sergeant Proudfoot. Here to speak with Mr Stewart.'

'Oh, right, yeah. The police. About that serial killer guy. I'll just get him for you. Wait up.'

She disappeared from reception, leaving faint traces of soap and hotel shampoo in the air. Mulholland rested his elbows on the counter. Proudfoot wandered, studying paintings of open moor and stags on the hoof. She'd never stayed in a hotel like this. Wanted to stay that night, but knew they had a long day ahead of them.

A woman bustled into reception. Late sixties perhaps, grey hair and breasts you could use on a major engineering project. A man followed, dungarees and dirty hands. Face like the underside of a football boot.

Mulholland held up his card.

'Mulholland and Proudfoot, Partick CID.'

'Partick?' said the woman. 'By jings, you got here quickly. We only phoned this morning.'

'We were in the area. I presume Sergeant MacPherson's here already?'

'There's no MacPherson here, laddie, and there hasn't been since Big Jock MacPherson stayed here yon night he thought he could get away with shagging Wee Sammy Matheson's daughter, Budgie. But I'll tell you, Wee Sammy was having none of it.'

'Right.'

'Partick, you say,' said the woman. 'Have they no local police they could send? I thought we'd be seeing Alec. Had a nice cup of tea all ready for him.'

The man shook his head. 'Ach, away with you, woman, this is much too big for Alec. If you want someone to tell you the quickest way to get to Golspie, he's fine, but he's bloody useless at solving crimes and the like. Still hasn't worked out who robbed the Post Office last March even though Wee Jamie Drummond's been driving round in a brand new Skoda ever since.' He nodded at the two officers. 'No, these are the big boys up from Glasgow we've got here. Come on and sit yourselves down. You get us some tea, Agnes.'

Agnes Stewart looked at the visitors. 'You'll be wanting a biscuit,' she muttered, and then disappeared.

Donald Stewart beckoned them on. Another warm room, large fire crackling. Smells like Christmas, thought Proudfoot. A couple of sofas, seven or eight comfortable chairs. Coffee tables with two-year-old People's Friends.

'Now, now, then, sit yourselves down, won't you? I expect you'll be having a few wee questions for me.'

Mulholland and Proudfoot sat next to one another on the sofa beside the fire. Donald Stewart sat across from them, leaning forward, awaiting the inquisition. Knew what it would be like, being a man who watched The Bill.

'I understand that you thought Barney Thomson had been staying here?' said Mulholland, getting straight to it.

Stewart nodded enthusiastically. 'Oh aye, no doubt about it. A week past on Thursday for two nights. I checked my records before you came.'

A week past on Thursday. Mulholland lowered his head. What was the matter with these people? This still left them a week and a half behind.

'So he left here on the Saturday,' said Mulholland, the annoyance creeping into his voice.

'Aye, twelve days ago.'

Mulholland stared at him. Knew that the bloke didn't see anything wrong. Cast a glance at Proudfoot who wasn't laughing this time.

'Mr Stewart, if Barney Thomson was here twelve days ago, and you knew the police were looking for him, why did it take you so long to get in touch with us?'

Stewart laughed. 'Well, you know what Matthew Arnold said. Thou waitest for the spark from heaven! and we, light half-believers in our casual creeds, Who hesitate and falter life away, and lose tomorrow the ground won today – and, do not we, Wanderer, await it too?'

Mulholland stared at the smile on the football boot face. The headache which had been lingering since he awoke threatened to burst through.

'What the fuck was that all about?' he said. Shook his head, held up his hand. 'Sorry,' he mumbled.

'Well, I'm not so sure,' said Stewart, 'but I thought it might apply. I do like my poetry. What I'm trying to say is this. He seemed like a nice enough lad, you know, we'd have him back any day. Paid his bill in cash. Just didn't see him as a serial killer, and the way the press are going on, I hardly thought that the boy would get a fair trial.'

Mulholland buried his head in his hands. Rubbed his forehead, came up for air. Trying not to lose his temper. 'So why now?' he asked.

'Ach, well, I was just wondering if maybe I might have been wrong about the lad.' His wife bustled into the room, a tray laden with food. 'I mean, on the telly last night they were saying it might have been his fault that Billy Bremner missed yon sitter against Brazil in Germany in 1974. I mean, if that's true, there's no doubt the lad belongs in prison.'

Mulholland was dumbstruck. Proudfoot stared at the fire and smiled. Not too many places for the conversation to go now.

'Now then, how many sugars would that be in your tea?'

Mulholland looked for the first time at the tray Agnes Stewart had brought in. A fruit loaf, twelve Danish pastries, six almond slices, one large apple tart, seven custard pies, a selection of chocolate-covered digestives, a packet of finger biscuits, fourteen iced buns, twenty or thirty jammy dodgers, and several hundredweight of cherry bakewells. He didn't answer, looked back at Donald Stewart.

'Two for me and none for him,' said Proudfoot.

'Right then, dear, that'll be lovely.'

The velvet sound of pouring tea filled the room.

'Aye,' said Donald Stewart, 'that looks like a fine cuppy of tea you're having. Think I might have a wee cuppy myself.'

'Mr Stewart,' said Mulholland, 'on the planet you're from, is it normal that one person can be guilty for every bad thing that ever happened?'

'Aye, well, you know, it's just what they're saying in the press, like.'

'How could Barney Thomson possibly be to blame for Billy Bremner's miss against Brazil? He was two feet out of goal with no one in front of him. How could it be anyone's fault but Billy Bremner's?'

Donald Stewart took a contemplative bite from an almond slice.

'Aye, well, manny, you might have a point. But there is a point of view that suggests all things are connected. You stick the ball in the net at Hampden and someone falls off their motorbike in Thurso. That's what we're talking about.'

'What is it Adam Smith says?' said Agnes Stewart, still filling the room with the warm sounds of pouring tea. 'Something about philosophy being the science which pretends to lay open the concealed connections that unite the various appearances of nature.'

'Well, Agnes, I don't know if that was quite what Mr Smith was getting at. There's more to this than philosophical ramblings.'

'Ramblings! You can't reduce Adam Smith to ramblings!'

'Aye, well, that might be right enough. But I don't know how much he has to contribute to a discussion on Billy Bremner missing a sitter against Brazil, the elegiac nature of it not withstanding.'

'Look!'

The Stewarts raised their heads, shrugged, ignored Mulholland's ejaculation. Mr Stewart made a move for a large piece of apple pie.

'There's your tea now, you two. Help yourself to a little bitty of cake.'

Proudfoot had given in. Wanted to burst out laughing again. Loaded a plate with cakes and biscuits, lifted her tea. Was resigned to gaining several kilos before getting back to Glasgow.

'Really, Mr Stewart, this has nothing to do with Billy Bremner. However, the crimes of which Barney Thomson stands accused are very, very serious. We believe him to be a dangerous man.'

'Ach, that laddie? I hardly think so. Seemed nice enough.' He touched the back of his neck. 'Even gave me a quick trim. An Andy Stewart, and he only charged me three-fifty.'

Mulholland shook his head, wondering who in their right mind would let Barney Thomson anywhere near them with a pair of scissors. Capitulated. Leant forward, lifted his tea, placed a Danish pastry, a custard pie and two iced buns on his plate. Was resigned to gaining several kilos before getting back to Glasgow; and Melanie wouldn't be there to complain about it.

There came the sound of heavy footfalls in the corridor outside, and then the sight of Sheep Dip marching into the lounge. He stopped short of the crowd and surveyed the table.

'You're late, Sergeant Dip,' said Mulholland.

'Ach, just got a wee bitty distracted. Met a couple of farmers who'd had their hair cut by your Thomson fellow, but it was last week. Don't suppose it helps.'

'Where?'

'Down Helmsdale way, you know, but I think it's too late to be worrying about it. Now, that looks like a fine platter you have there, ma'am, would you mind if I helped myself to a wee cakey or two?'

'Not at all, son, you go right ahead. And here you, I thought you said the lad's name was MacPherson?'

Mulholland stared from one to the other. Proudfoot felt a hint of pity for him, amongst other emotions.

'Mr Stewart,' she said, eating into the heart of the feast, 'can you remember if Barney Thomson said where he was intending to go after leaving here?'

Donald Stewart stroked his chin, bit ruminatively into his slice of apple pie. Nodded his head, then he said, 'You know, Agnes, I think this might have been a wee bitty better heated.'

The Penitent Men Kneel Before God

––––––––
Brother Herman sat at his desk in the library, poring over records. Books brought in, books taken out, books yet to be returned. Unfortunately, no record of how many times each individual monk had visited the library. This instead: the record of monks who had made transactions on each of the last days of Brothers Saturday and Morgan.
Only two names appeared both times. The first did not need to be thought about, or shown to the Abbot. No need to point suspicion at a quarter where it was not wanted. The other was Brother Babel, a name that continuously cropped up. Returning a book on the day that Saturday died, removing another, returning that book on the day Morgan died, removing a further volume. Firstly, The Elohistic Chronicles, by the Marquis François d'Orleans, a fourteenth-century French treatise on the Old Testament; followed by The Path of Right, an obscure twelfth-century work by an anonymous English monk. Comedic, some called it. Babel had not yet paid a visit to Brother Jacob's new hair emporium, but that hardly meant that he would be unaware of the location of the scissors.

Herman decided he would talk to Brother Babel. One of the younger monks, a man who would easily crack. It was time to apply pressure.

There were a few other names on the library lists, but Babel's was the one which stood out. Nevertheless, he would have to speak to each one in turn. One more day, and the Abbot would be calling in outside agencies of the law, something which Herman could not afford to allow to happen. He needed a suspect before then.

He closed the returns book and settled back in the hard chair. Looked into the heart of the shelves, the thousands of ancient volumes, and saw the faces of all the monks there. He had studied them all at Brother Morgan's graveside that morning, but there had been nothing there but grief and fear. He knew he was dealing with subtle and dark forces, that he could not act too boldly. He would have to bide his time. It would be like a game of cat and mouse. Without the cat.

Or the mouse.

*** 

There was a certain macabre beauty in cutting a customer's hair with a pair of scissors which had been used as an instrument of murder. So thought Barney Thomson, barber, as he snipped quietly away at the head of Brother Edward. A requested, and slightly racy, (Tonsured) Roger Moore, a revolutionary haircut never before executed. Barney was at the cutting edge of style, out on a limb.

Back behind the seat two days earlier than planned, due to public demand. Only one pair of scissors capable of doing the job, so Brother Herman, however unimpressed, had released them for Barney's use. Barney was aware that, at the rate he was going, he would have everyone's hair cut within a couple of weeks. Full time cleaning floors would follow. He wondered if maybe he could request to expand, cutting the hair of people in nearby villages, but already knew the answer. He was trapped here, in no less of a prison than he would be placed in if he got caught; and maybe not as comfortable.

Prison. If captured he'd be considered a highly dangerous prisoner, and weren't all those guys given three-room suites instead of cells? TV and DVD, bathroom, double bed, the right to invite women over at the weekends? Maybe he'd be better off in prison, a comfortable life, giving everyone a Tim Robbins (Shawshank Redemption).

Bored with his own thoughts, he decided to talk.

'So, what are you in for, Brother Edward?'

Edward raised an eyebrow.

Barney snipped quickly away around the back of the neck.

'Oh aye, right. But you know what I mean. Why are you here, 'n all that?'

Edward stared into the dark, blank wall in front of him. How many times in the past had he stared at the mirror as some new dream haircut had unfolded before him, another killer look which he would use to devastating effect, out on his Friday night sexquest? Ed the Bed, that's what they'd called him. He could lure a woman from fifty yards without a word. A different woman every night of the week, if he'd wanted; and how many of them had he sent to the grave of abandoned desire? He had never talked about it; but there was something about being in the barber's chair. 

'Women,' he said to Barney, surprised by his own candour.

'Oh aye,' said Barney, nodding, 'God's second blunder.'

'Brother?'

'Oh, Nietzsche. Said that women were God's second blunder.'

'German philosophy, eh? And what did he consider God's first blunder?'

'Allowing McAllister to take the penalty against England,' Barney said. Laughed as he said it, so that Edward knew it was a joke. Not that he'd thought of it himself; had heard someone say it in the pub once, when they'd had a European philosophers evening. Not much good at jokes, Barney Thomson.

'Right, very good, Brother. I wouldn't let Brother Herman hear you talk like that, or he'll have your testicles on toast.'

Barney swallowed, hesitated, continued clipping. A vivid image.

Suddenly Brother Edward felt released. It was time to get it off his chest. The years of loathing and self-flagellation, the agonies he'd caused; the women he'd cast aside and the lives he'd ruined.

'I was a heartbreaker, Brother,' said Edward. 'I used women like you'd use razor blades. Swept them up with the great Hoover of my personality and good looks. Then, when I was done with them, I reversed the suck to blow and spat them out like so much dust in the wind.'

Barney snipped away. He sneaked a glance at Brother Edward's face. He looked about fifteen. No oil painting either. Wondered if he was delusional.

'Loved 'em and left 'em, that was me. I used to keep a book, you know. A catalogue of success. Page after page of women who had succumbed to my charm and outrageous good looks. It read like a Who's Who of Edinburgh babe society. I broke up marriages, I drove girls to suicide, I led them down the path of carnal degradation. But I changed, Brother Jacob, I changed. It'd make me sick to look at that book now.'

'Oh aye. Where is it?'

'Hidden away,' said Edward, 'where neither man nor beast will ever set eyes upon it again.'

'Why'd you not just burn it?' said Barney.

He felt Edward's shoulders shrug. 'Not sure. Suppose I thought that if things didn't work out here, there might be a few new chapters to write.'

'Oh.'

Another penitent man kneeling before God.

Barney had worked in a barber's shop long enough to recognise it; had thought that in this place he would not encounter such a person. The top-division, highly paid, agented, professional bullshitter. Always a mistake to get them started, but Barney had realised it too late. He had opened the box.

'But even after I got here, Brother Jacob, I questioned myself for a long while. Had I given up women for the right reason, or had I merely tired of them? You see, there are two types of women.'

'Oh aye?' said Barney.

'Aye. There's your Sharon Stones, and then there's your Madonnas.'

Barney was almost finished. Wished his next customer would arrive, as he was sure Brother Edward would not be so talkative in company.

'It's the difference between Basic Instinct and Body of Evidence, Brother. In Basic Instinct, you know the scene where they're in bed, Sharon Stone's lying there, and Michael Douglas darts down and gets stuck in. Giving her oral pleasure, you know?'

'Aye,' said Barney. He'd watched some of it once when Agnes had incorrectly set the video, attempting to tape the bumper final episode of the seventh season of Destiny Drive, successful offshoot of the failed Patrick Duffy vehicle, Only The Good Have Big Hair. He hadn't really known what they were doing.

'Well, you're watching that and you're thinking, is he really doing that to her, or is he in fact nowhere near her and it's all done by camera angles? Does he really have his face buried between her legs, or are they fake legs? Is that real pubic hair sticking up his nose, or is it a wig? You're just not sure. So, you see, that's one kind of woman. The kind you're just not sure about. Then there's Body of Evidence. You'll remember the scene with Madonna standing on top of the car?'

'Aye,' said Barney; hadn't the faintest idea.

'Willem Dafoe buries his face between her legs. But he's up there, man, there's no denying it. There's no artifice; there's no elaborate camera angles; there's no sophistry; there's no question that it's Madonna. It's her all right, not some stunt duff. So it's all there for you to see. And you know what you're thinking, Brother Jacob?'

'I hope she's had a shower?'

'You're thinking, that's it. It's all there, out in the open. So what's left? There's no mystery. Everything there is to see you've seen. And when there's no mystery, what is there? You see my problem, Brother?'

Barney had no idea what he was talking about. He ran a comb down the back of his head. Haircut finished. Hoping that he'd be able to send Brother Edward on his way

'Either you don't get it all, in which case you get annoyed because you wonder what they're hiding. Or you see everything and you get fed up because there's no mystery. You can't win. So that's my predicament. Did I run from womanhood because of my guilt, or because I was fed up with the continuing contradictions?'

Barney didn't have an answer. It was a good moment for the door to open, which it did, a prayer answered, and in walked Brother Adolphus and Brother Steven. Greetings were exchanged.

'I'm just finished,' said Barney, removing the towel from around Edward's neck, and mightily relieved with it. 'Would you like to step up, Brother Adolphus?'

Brother Adolphus came forward. Steven sat in one of the three seats behind the barber's chair, where Edward joined him after brushing off his shoulders.

'What can I do for you, Brother?' said Barney, fixing the towel around Adolphus's neck.

'I hear you do a wonderful Sean Connery (Name of the Rose), Brother,' he said.

'Aye, that'll be no bother.' Barney tapped the scissors against the comb, turned and quickly looked at Steven before he started. 'Unhappy with your cut from the other day, Brother?'

Steven smiled. 'No, no, Brother, not at all. I'd finished work for the day, and thought I'd come along and watch a master craftsman ply his trade. One of God's own artisans. You have the Gift, Brother. Angels must weep in ecstasy when they hear the euphonic clip of your scissors, and trumpets sound in Heaven to herald the triumph of corporeal entity over the fantasy of imagination. The mighty swords of the warriors of Gog and Magog could not have been wielded with such eloquence and pulchritude. The demons of impotence and repugnance must flee to their pungent burrows when faced with the edifying totality of your finesse. I see you have realised a (Tonsured) Roger Moore upon Brother Edward here. Wonderful work, Brother, wonderful work.'

Barney smiled. 'Aye, right,' he said, a little uncomfortably.

'Indeed,' said Brother Edward. 'I thought I'd stop a little longer myself.'

Steven nodded and the two men settled back to watch the master craftsman. Barney settled down to the subtle differences between a Sean Connery and an F. Murray Abraham.

Scissors clicked, but the silence would not last long. The Pandora's box of Edward's confession could not yet be contained.

'We were just talking about women,' said Edward. Knew that he shouldn't be having this discussion in the monastery, but that Steven would be a willing interlocutor. He ignored Adolphus, one of the quiet ones.

Brother Steven smiled. 'Ah, women,' he said. 'This is a good life we have, but sometimes you have to miss 'em. O Woman! in our hours of ease, Uncertain, coy, and hard to please, And variable as the shade, By the light quivering aspen made; When pain and anguish wring the brow, A ministering angel thou!'

'Walter Scott,' said Brother Adolphus from the chair, to everyone's surprise. 'Wonderful. How about, Eternal Woman draws us upward.'

Steven nodded his head. 'Faust. Very impressive. Better not let Brother Herman hear you quote Goethe, however, although who knows how many of us monks are here because of some calamitous Faustian pact?'

He received no answer to that, for how many in that very room were there for dark and devilish reasons?

'Woman's at best a contradiction,' said Steven, to take the curse from the conversation.

'Pope!' said Adolphus. 'A woman's preaching is like a dog's walking on his hind legs. It is not done well; but you are surprised to find it done at all.'

'Excellent, Brother,' said Steven. 'Samuel Johnson. Let us have wine and women, mirth and laughter, sermons and soda-water the day after.'

'Ah, the Lord Byron,' said Adolphus. 'Those days are gone for us, Brother.'

'Indeed.'

A pause. Edward, feeling left out, made his move.

'A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.'

Neither Steven nor Adolphus had an immediate riposte. A brake had been put on the momentum of the conversation. Edward seemed quite pleased with himself, but perhaps realised that further revelations about his past might be inappropriate. Barney took his chance.

'Hell hath no fury like a woman's scone,' he said.

Scissors clicked; hair fell gently to the ground; the dark grey walls of the monastery kept their secrets.

'Looks like we're in for a long winter,' said Brother Steven after a while.

The Sex Issue

––––––––
'What crap are you reading now?'
Proudfoot looked up as Mulholland arrived at the table with lunch. Soup, sandwiches, warm drinks. A small restaurant in Thurso, first-floor, looking down on the snow and the few cars out battling against the blizzard. Cricket highlights from Australia incongruously played on the television.

'The January issue of Blitz!' she said.

'Isn't it still November?'

'You know how it is with these things. The Christmas one's been on sale since the middle of August.'

'So how come you only bought it two days ago?'

''Cause it's a load of pish.'

Mulholland sat down, passed her lunch across the table. Three o'clock in the afternoon. A few hours spent in Caithness, persuading themselves that Barney Thomson had not remained in the area. The man had headed west. They had come as far as Thurso, where the snow had driven them off the road. They were spending all their time eating.

'So what have we got this time?' said Mulholland through a mouthful of sandwich. Turkey, brie, tomato and cranberry sauce.

'It's a special sex issue,' she said.

'This one's a special sex issue?'

'Aye. Just the usual stuff, you know, but more so.'

'Sex?' said Sheep Dip, joining them, his plate brimming with food.

Proudfoot smiled at him, enjoying the belief that Mulholland would be jealous. She swallowed a spoonful of soup, felt the warmth slide down inside her like a satin glove; if you were to eat a satin glove. She let the magazine close and Mulholland took it off her and span it around on the table. Read the cover headlines, printed over the picture of an anorexic foetus with eye-shadow.

Mel Gibson or Bruce Willis - Who's Got the Bigger Cock; Collagen Implants - Why They're Not All They're Blown Up to Be; Why I've Had It With Breasts - Meryl Streep Tells All; Extra-Large Mars Bar v. Cucumber - You Decide; Alien Sex - It's Not As Out Of This World As You Think; Why Isabelle Adjani Is Through with Sex; Ninety Great Ways to the Five Second Orgasm; Gretchen Schumacher on Why She's Shagged Her Last Horse; Lose Weight Through Instant Sex; Why You Might Not Be Getting All The Sex You Should; Forty-Eight Great New Ways To Have Sex; Cybersex - Coming to a Computer Near You; Why Male Models Have Huge Cocks; Trapped between the Thighs of a Cosmic Prostitute. And much, much more...

Mulholland shook his head, pushed the magazine away from him, turning it over so as not to look at the cover. Back page: a wafer-thin wee lassie, in the pouring rain, naked but for wellies. A tampon advert, the subject of which looked as though she wouldn't start menstruating for another three to four years.

'We need to talk,' he said, getting stuck into the soup.

'Why?' said Proudfoot. 'I'll read what I want.'

'Not about that,' he said, brusquely, 'I'm ignoring that. About Barney Thomson.'

'Oh.'

'We need to get inside the man. Try and work out what his next move might have been. We're on the right road and closing on him, but he's still a week and a half in front of us.'

'We're not going on any road in this weather,' said Sheep Dip, nodding at the blizzard outside. Unrelenting, sweeping in from the west. No sign of a let-up. 'It's biblical out there, so it is. Biblical,' he added, displaying his local knowledge to its fullest.

'Aye, well, if it doesn't look like easing today, we find somewhere to stay tonight. Hope it's eased by tomorrow. We might go along to the local plods and see if we can commandeer a decent vehicle for the weather. They might have a Land Rover they'll let us have.'

'And back on Planet Earth,' said Proudfoot.

'All right, they might have a Land Rover that we can take after a few calls have been made. Whatever. We head west, but it would help if we had some idea what he was doing. So we have to think about everything we've got, come to some sort of conclusion. See if we can get to somewhere that Thomson might have visited in the past few days, not a week and a half ago. And hopefully somewhere where there's not some bloody woman who thinks he's a lovely lad and insists on filling us up with the entire contents of Safeway's cake shelves.'

Proudfoot mixed soup and sandwich, began to feel life returning to the freezing extremities of her body.

'It does seem strange, though, doesn't it?' she said. 'Everyone we've spoken to who's had anything to do with him, they all think he's a nice enough man. There's none of the usual stuff that comes with serial loopos. I can't equate the Barney Thomson that we're supposed to be looking for, with the Barney Thomson that everyone who's met him describes.'

'She's got a point,' said Sheep Dip. 'They've been talking about him up here for a couple of weeks now. The lad's no killer. Unless he's one of these, what d'you call them, schizohaulics, or whatever.'

Mulholland shrugged. 'Who knows? Nothing he does displays the slightest cunning or criminal intuition. He decides to run, but waits until he gets to where he's going before he takes money out of the bank. If he'd done it in Glasgow we'd have no idea where he'd gone. He quite openly stays in B&Bs. Calls himself Barnabus Thompson and thinks he'll pull the wool over someone's eyes.'

'He did,' said the Dip.

'All right, but somewhere out there, there's got to be a landlady who can see past a man's capacity to eat breakfast.'

'Don't count on it. How many phone calls have we had?' said Proudfoot.

Mulholland shook his head. If only they didn't have to deal with the public. If it was just them and the criminals, with no one else in the way, it would be so much easier.

He took a huge bite from his sandwich and mushed it up with soup. How could it be so difficult to catch a man who was such an idiot?

'There is an alternative,' said Proudfoot. Mulholland raised his eyebrows, speech being lost to him at that moment. 'He could be taking the piss. Intentionally leaving the trail, so we'll know where to find him. Either wants to get caught, or else he's confident he'll stay one step ahead of us. Laughing at our expense.'

Mulholland swallowed. 'Could be. If that's the case, I'm going to kick the shit out of him.'

'Me too.'

'Barney Thomson?' said Sheep Dip. 'Ach, away with you. The lad's taking the pish out of no one.'

'Anyway,' said Mulholland. 'Ignoring his motives. Let's say by the time he buys his one-way ticket to Inverness he's not got much cash left. Lifts two hundred pounds when he gets there, so that's all he's got in the world. So far we've got him down for four nights' B&B. How much?'

'Fifteen a night in the first place, twenty-two in the second. So that's seventy-four,' said Proudfoot.

'Right. And we know he bought some clothes in Tain. He must have had to get the bus or the train around. Eaten something for lunch and dinner. Must have spent well over a hundred. Maybe a hundred and fifty almost. And that was twelve days ago. The man has got to be running out of cash.'

'Remember he's been working,' said Sheep Dip.

Mulholland shook his head. 'Of course, I keep forgetting. There's this huge queue of Highland eejits waiting for the most notorious psycho in Scottish history to start probing around their heads with a pair of scissors. Still, by the sound of it he's not making that much cash. Can't have cut too much hair, for goodness' sake. Not everyone up here can think the guy's all right, surely?'

Sheep Dip shovelled food remorselessly into his mouth.

'That I wouldn't count on. The lad's no more of a hard man than Wullie Miller, and he used to get all sorts of folk speaking to him.'

'Could be he's robbing banks or something like that,' said Proudfoot, not believing it for a second. Was instantly annoyed at herself for this pathetic sucking up.

'Think we'd have heard,' said Mulholland. 'All the crimes that have been reported to us as possible Barney Thomson vehicles, they're just a load of pish. You know that. We obviously don't know much about the guy, but he's just not a petty criminal. He did his crimes eight months ago, he thought he'd got away with it, and now he's having to do a runner. That's it.'

'Could be desperate,' she said.

'I don't think so. He doesn't have the brains for it, or the guts, or the inclination. No, there's something that first woman said. The one in Tain.'

'What?'

'She said that Thomson had told her he was going somewhere that no one would have heard of him,' said Sheep Dip.

Proudfoot tried to remember her saying that, but she'd been too busy trying not to laugh. Now it was her who suddenly felt in competition with Sheep Dip; a ridiculous notion. She rhythmically spooned her soup, blowing over the top of the spoon, lips round and full and moist. Mulholland tried not to stare. Hoped he wasn't going to get carried away, ignore Sergeant Dip, and say something cheesy like, I really love the way you eat your soup.

'Abroad?' said Proudfoot, looking up and catching him staring.

He nodded. 'All right, abroad fits the bill. But why come to Sutherland and Caithness? It may be out of the way, but it isn't abroad. They still get the BBC and the Daily Record.'

'Iceland?'

He shrugged. 'Same again. You don't travel to Iceland from here. He might go to Orkney or Shetland, but they're still going to know who he is. There must be somewhere up here that he thought would have no outside contact.'

'A remote village, then,' she said. He watched her lips. Shook his head. 'Suppose you're right,' she went on. 'It's not like it's the Amazon or something.'

'Exactly,' said Mulholland. 'There're back-of-beyond places, but everywhere still gets the morning paper, even if it isn't until three in the afternoon. There might be places that are a little behind, but not weeks behind liked he'd need. Has to be something cut off from the world. A commune, maybe.'

'Do you still get them?'

He shrugged again. Wondered if she was staring at his lips the way he was staring at hers.

'Sergeant Dip? Is there some tribe of hippies out there like those Japanese that came out of the jungle forty years after the war? They're still smoking dope and doing all that Krishna stuff, thinking the Vietnam War's still on and Wilson's Prime Minister.'

Sheep Dip chewed ruminatively on some springy mince. Proudfoot laughed. Mulholland thought, I could shag that laugh; then wondered what was getting into him. He had to keep talking about Barney Thomson; and try not to say something stupid like, I love the way your nose does that little thing when you smile.

'I don't think so,' said Sheep Dip. 'There are still communes and the like, monasteries and that kind of thingy, but for all their shite, these people are even more up with the modern world than the rest of us, you know? They've all got their own websites and all that. There's no one backward any more, not in this day and age.'

'Suppose you're right,' said Mulholland. 'The minute you get above Inverness, you still tend to think of them all as a bunch of retro sheep shaggers. But it just isn't like that any more.'

'Oh,' said Sheep Dip, shovelling bread and potatoes into his mouth, 'they still shag plenty of sheep.'

'Right.' And Mulholland wondered for the first time about the exact origins of Sergeant MacPherson's nickname. 'We can ask the local plods when we go along and take one of their cars off their hands. See what's in the vicinity that might make a good hideout for the most famous person in Britain. Might be a commune or a monastery after all. Who knows?'

'You still get them? Monasteries?' asked Proudfoot.

'Don't know,' said Mulholland. 'They're not like normal people up here, are they, Sergeant Dip? Who knows what we'll encounter?'

'Life, but not as we know it,' said Proudfoot.

'Aye,' said Mulholland. 'Better set your phaser on stun, and be prepared to re-calibrate your anophasic quantum confinement capacitor.'

'Only if you remember to bring your protoplasmic photon iridium deflector array.'

Sheep Dip munched slowly on his third slice of bread.

'You don't half get some fancy-sounding equipment down in Glasgow,' he said

*** 

'Chief Inspector Mulholland, you say? From Glasgow?'

'Aye. This is Detective Sergeant Proudfoot.'

Sheep Dip had disappeared again; more friends or relatives to visit, Mulholland assumed, making enquiries his official excuse.

The large policeman behind the desk in the Thurso station smiled. Extended his hand across the counter.

'Sergeant Gordon. Always nice to have some colleagues up from Glasgow. We usually just see the boys from Inverness, you know. Come on round the back and we'll get you a cup of tea. You must be frozen if you've come all that way.'

They followed him round the other side of the counter and through the door into the small back-room office. Had visions of being presented with another tray full of pastries and biscuits.

'No, it's all right, thanks. We haven't just driven from Glasgow today, and we've just had lunch.'

'Och, aye, of course,' said Sergeant Gordon. 'I've been hearing all about you. On a great odyssey across the Highlands in search of the wanted man. Thrilling stuff. But you must have a cup of tea and a biscuit. I'll just put the kettle on.'

He didn't have to leave the office; the kettle was on another desk, surrounded by opened packets of biscuits.

'I thought the Dipper was with you?'

Mulholland smiled. 'The Dipper's off making other enquiries.'

'Aye, aye, right enough, he will be. A good lad, Sheep Dip, a good lad. Now, what is it I can do for you?'

Mulholland hesitated. He had never liked interfering on other people's patches. It was guaranteed to cause argument and upset, and nothing helped the opposition more than when the police were fighting amongst themselves.

'We're not setting off again tonight,' he began.

'Good Lord, no, of course not. It's awful out there.'

'We're hoping to get on tomorrow, if it's a bit clearer. But we'll need a better vehicle for the snow. A four-wheeled drive. I hate to pull rank, and I don't want to have—'

'Don't be daft, lad, we've got a Land Rover you can have. As long as you bring it back in one piece, it's all yours. None of that fancy Starsky and Hutch stuff that some of the Glasgow lads seem to like.'

The kettle began to grumble. Sergeant Gordon started placing biscuits on plates, teabags in the pot. Things were usually quiet in Thurso, but even quieter when it snowed. Glad to have visitors.

'You're sure?' said Mulholland.

'Ach, no bother, son. We've got the old one out back if we need it for emergencies. There's no point in your chief phoning up my chief and all the keich flying. Just take it and try to bring it back in a reasonable condition.'

'Thanks a lot. Appreciate it.' He looked at Proudfoot and raised his eyebrows. At last. Help.

'No bother,' said Sergeant Gordon, 'no bother at all.'

'Now, we think Barney Thomson might have passed through this way. We're not sure. Have there been any sightings of the man, any hints of his being around here? Maybe a crime that's a little out of the norm?'

'You mean, have we found a collection of body parts in a freezer? 'Cause we've had none of that, not for a couple of years at any rate. Not since Big Hamish threw himself off the pier at Scrabster.'

'No, no, we're not expecting that. Anything really. Anything unusual.'

Sergeant Gordon held the handle of the kettle while it shuddered to the boil. He smiled as he started pouring the water into the teapot.

'Oh, aye, there was something. Old Betty down at Tongue. You know, Betty McAllister, with the enormous breasts. She's got that auld B&B place. Seagull's Nest, or something like that, it's called. She phoned us a week or two back. Said she thought she might have this Thomson bloke of yours staying at her place. Said he seemed like a nice enough laddie, and she definitely wasn't happy about phoning, bless her.'

'What happened?' asked Mulholland. Voice dead, staring at the floor. A week or two ago. Not even beginning to get excited about this. Why was it, he thought, that everybody on the planet was a complete and utter moron?

'Well, you know, I was a bit busy that afternoon. It was a Sunday, I think, and you know, what with lunch and all that, and me having to take Mother back to the hospital in the evening. It was the following day before I got around to calling her back, and it seems like I just missed him. Barney Thomson, that is.'

Sergeant Gordon turned round, two cups of tea in hand. Noticed that Mulholland was turning red. Smiled.

'Keep your knickers on, laddie, I'm only joking,' he said. 'I've heard not a word about the man. And, as everyone around here knows, Betty McAllister's got pancakes for tits. Now, would you be wanting sugar?'

*** 

They hurried down the path from the police station, back into the car. Out of the cold and the blizzard. Twenty-five minutes later. Cup of tea and three biscuits; nothing to be learned. Had ended up chatting about Sergeant Gordon's children. Directed to the Caithness Hotel to spend the night, where they could sit and fester and hope the blizzard would pass. Would pick up the Land Rover in the morning. They had asked about any communes or similar venues where Barney Thomson might have been able to hide away without fear of recognition, but the sergeant had been unable to help them. Nowhere thereabouts, as far as he could remember.

As Mulholland skidded into second, slithering through the snow, Sergeant Gordon put the kettle on again. There were only two mugs, so he hadn't been able to have one with his guests. As he removed a couple of chocolate digestives from the packet, he remembered about the old abbey halfway between Durness and Tongue. The name escaped him, but as far as he knew it was still active. The monks kept pretty much to themselves, so he believed. Wondered if he should call the hotel and mention it to Mulholland, but midway through his first chocolate digestive, he decided not to bother. A serial killer like Barney Thomson wouldn't be wanting anything to do with monks, nor they with him. No point in bothering them.

By the time he bit into his second biscuit, he was already considering more important matters.

Would all this snow dissuade the widow Harrison from coming over for dinner that night?

Come In To My Parlour

––––––––
The depths of the night. The blizzard swarmed around the monastery; the dead could hear it engulf the ancient walls. White noise; wind howling through cracks and spoors and holes. A noise of giants; a noise to fear. Life flickered in its midst, struggled against the cold. There was much which would give in to its bludgeoning force that evening, and so the monks wondered as they lay awake: would any from their number be found that coming morning, propped against a tree in the forest? A covering of snow, begun to drift? A knife or scissors or some other pointed implement embedded in the neck? The smile of the contented upon the face? Tunic soaked with blood?
All but one. Only one of the monks knew that there would be no body found in the forest; only one knew that this night was not a night for murder. A night for dark deeds; a night for discovery; but not a night for death. As the blizzard raped the Highlands, and ice descended, Death was busy elsewhere.

The monk sat in a corner of the library, book in his hand, a small candle burning at his side. While all who did not worry slept. This man had worked the shelves and knew this library well. All the secrets and lies of these books. All but the information which he sought. He had almost come to the end of his search, with nowhere else to look; but nowhere could he find an account of Two Tree Hill. He had felt sure it would be written, for how could so fateful a day not be recorded? He had to accept that if he could not find the account for which he searched then his plans would have to change. In recent weeks his search had become ever more fevered as he'd neared the end of his quest; a fever which had led to his discovery, and the necessary, if unfortunate, elimination of the Brothers' librarian. Although, of course, Saturday had had it coming anyway.

Slowly he turned the pages of a book of records, but it was one he had seen before. This was the double check, and he knew that he would not find what he was looking for.

A sliver of sound.

Almost nothing, but he turned his head sharply. Eyes wide, pupils huge, used to the black of night despite the candle. He held still, not even his breath, but there was nothing. Senses sharp, but this was the one man who did not have a reason to fear.

A gentle blow from his lips and the candle was extinguished. Its light had been so insignificant that there was barely a difference. The vestige of light, of snow and low white clouds, was smuggled into the library, but once there, engulfed by the dark. The monk waited.

Had the noise been that of someone going out or coming in? Had he been spotted again, but this time by someone with the good sense not to make himself known? The monk stood, silent. Every sense concentrated on his awareness of the library; and yet he was annoyed at the interruption. There was work to be done, decisions to be made.

He heard another sound, a definite footstep, and so knew that he was not alone. Yet he was not afraid. He fingered the comb within the folds of his tunic. Had another cold plan for murder, although he had not thought to use it so soon; another device to shift suspicion onto their newest recruit, the hapless Brother Jacob.

He became aware of a figure in front of him, could sense him as much as see him in the gloom.

'Why do you not step out of the darkness, Brother?' he said.

He heard the breathing for the first time, was aware that his visitor took another couple of steps towards him.

'There is no light into which to step, Brother,' came the reply.

'Ah, it is you,' said the brother. 'I should have known. So good of you to join me at this early hour in the library, while the blizzard rages outside. You could not sleep, then?'

It was one of the monks on his incomplete list; an opportune visit.

'There are many within these walls who cannot sleep, Brother. And I, equally, am not surprised to discover that it is you who are here, lurking among these books. Might I enquire for what it is that you search?'

'Truth, Brother, nothing but the truth.'

'Then you are not alone among us.'

'But not religious truth, Brother. We all know religion is nothing but the glue that binds us together. There is no truth in religion, no truth to be found in God. It is a stabilising force, it gives humanity some purpose, some false sense of perspective, but there is no truth to it. Nothing to be gained.'

The visitor monk did not immediately answer, and in the dark the two men gradually became more aware of the physical presence of the other. A few yards apart; and yet they could not have been farther away.

'God will surely find you out, Brother. And you will suffer his wrath for all eternity.'

The Brother laughed, the other shivered at the sound in the midst of such darkness.

'There is no God, Brother. If there was, he has forsaken us. He has forsaken you. You know, every one here knows, deep in their black, pathetic hearts, that there never was a God. There was but a Church, run by the finest spin doctors of the first few centuries, and out of it has come all of this. The modern world the way it is. There is no God, no faith, no belief. There are no rules. It's every man for himself, Brother, every man for himself.'

The visitor laughed quietly, but the nervousness of it betrayed him.

'I thought I recognised you when you first arrived. Something in the eyes, or maybe the nose. Yours was a face from the past. But I cannot believe that this is all because of what happened at Two Tree Hill. That was an inconsequence.'

The words hung in the cold air, were engulfed by the darkness and the cruelty of cold, the creaking of the monastery under the weight of the storm.

'An inconsequence? On the contrary, my friend. It had very many consequences, and they will continue for some time to come.'

It was time. They both knew that something would have to be done. Nothing left to be said. A murderer, and now someone who had stumbled across him. Thought must become deed.

Brother Babel walked slowly through the darkness.

*** 

They sat up later than intended, neither wishing to let the other go, neither willing to make the big move. His wife may have left, but it had not given Mulholland an immediate guilt-free shag voucher to be cashed in at the first available motorway service station serving all-day sex. He was still a married man. Proudfoot was unsure about Mulholland's marriage and this was, after all, the boss and you had to be careful. Perhaps if he'd given her some signs, but she was bad at reading signs. Generally needed a man to remove his clothes and drag her to the bedroom by the hair to feel sure she had the go-ahead to get involved.

'Seaman Stains and Master Bates and all that lot,' he said.

'Load of pish,' she said.

'What do you mean?'

'All that stuff about Pugwash getting taken off the air because of pathetic double-meaning names is a load of nonsense. There weren't characters with those names at all.'

'There bloody were!'

'Oh, aye. Can you remember them?'

He hesitated. 'No, but it's what everyone says. Everyone knows it. It's well known.'

'It may be,' said Proudfoot, 'but it's still nonsense. It's just one of those things that gets popularised and becomes fact, when it just isn't true. Like when Norman Mailer invented the fact that Bobby Kennedy slept with Marilyn Monroe; now it's considered a fact. That Disney film about lemmings throwing themselves off cliffs, which everyone now believes, but it's mince. Captain Kirk saying Beam me up, Scotty and Humphrey Bogart saying Play it again, Sam. They're all untrue. Mere manifestations of the gullibility and willingness of humankind to believe any rumour they like the sound of.'

He drained his final glass of wine. Bottle finished; determined not to have any more.

'If that's true, then why was Pugwash taken off the telly for so long? Eh? Answer me that one.'

''Cause it was shite.'

He stared into the bottom of his glass. 'Aye, well, maybe you're right.'

They smiled at each other. Drinks finished. Well after midnight. Wind howling outside; not sure if the snow still drifted against the walls.

'Should be getting to bed,' said Mulholland.

'Aye.'

Neither of them made a move. Both hoping for an invitation.

'Who knows,' he said, 'what horrors we might encounter tomorrow? Any amount of landladies armed with nuclear levels of cake and biscuits.'

He stood up. Proudfoot followed. They walked to the stairs, took the slow march to the first floor. Proudfoot behind, staring at him. Imagining. They walked along the short stretch of corridor. Creaking floorboards, thick red carpet. Fly-fishermen on the walls, low lights. The smell of wood fires, warm and damp and rich. Her room first. He stopped, turned, waited a brief second.

She put the key in the lock, opened the door, then stopped and stared.

Want to come in for the night? That was what she thought, but her tongue was silent. Their eyes cried out, but there was nothing there. And so they took the silence from the other as rejection.

She smiled weakly. 'I've had a nice evening. Thanks,' she said. I don't want it to end yet left unsaid.

'Aye,' he said. 'Me too.'

A few more painful seconds, then goodnight. She walked into the room, closed the door. Stood on the other side, let out a long sigh.

Joel Mulholland stared at the closed door.

'Fuck it,' he muttered, then began his retreat, the slow walk to his bedroom. Perhaps he would find some relief in sleep; perhaps he would lie awake until four in the morning, staring at a red ceiling.

In a B&B near by, Sheep Dip ate a late supper.

*** 

'Jings to goodness, would you no' put that light out, Mary Strachan? What time might it be, anyway?'

Mary Strachan glanced at the bedside clock, then looked down at the prostrate bulk of her husband, wrestling as usual with most of the covers.

'It's almost four,' she said.

James Strachan opened his eyes and looked up at her.

'Four o'clock! Help m'boab, woman, what are you doing awake at four o'clock in the morning? Can you no' just get some sleep for a wee whiley?'

'Ach, would you listen to yon storm. I can't sleep, can I, what with yon racket and you snoring.'

'Away and stick your heid in a bucket of kippers. If I snore, I don't know what it is that you'd call what you do. Can you no' put the blinking light out?'

'I'm reading, so I am. Can you no' see that?'

'Jings to goodness, what is it now? You're no' reading more of that Dostoevsky nonsense, are you? I've told you before, it's all a load of keich.'

'I'm reading Molière, if you must know.'

'Jings. That French pish! What are you reading yon for? Have you got nothing better to do with your time? On ne meurt qu'une fois, et c'est pour si longtemps, eh? Absolute shite, so it is. Absolute shite.'

'If you must know, I just happen to like the sub-Hudibrastic lineage of the prose. So much better than his Scottish or English contemporaries.'

James Strachan finally sat up in bed. Wide awake. Aware of the wind piling the snow against the side of the house; he ignored it.

'Hudibrastic? You mean his writing employs a burlesque cacophonous octosyllabic couplet with extravagant rhymes?'

'Aye.'

'Away and stick your heid in a bucket of sludge, Mary Strachan. Molière did no such thing.'

'He did so!'

'You know fine well he didn't. You just wanted to say Hudibrastic.'

'I did not.'

James Strachan snorted, then lowered himself back into the bed. He grumbled a few times, pulled the covers another inch away from his wife and up around his neck, then closed his eyes. Shivered noisily with the cold.

'If you wouldn't mind just hudibrastically putting the light off when you're finished, Mother.'

Mary Strachan gave him a glance.

'I'm just going to try and get some sleep,' he continued. 'As long as the hudibrasticity of the weather doesn't keep me awake.'

'You're no' funny, James Strachan.'

'Aye, I can't believe how hudibrasticomatic the wind's being. If we're lucky by the morning it'll have hudibrastised and the hudibrastocity of the snow will have given way to weather of a much more hudibrastrous nature.'

'No one's laughing, James Strachan. Least of all me.'

He grumbled, but didn't respond. Mary Strachan decided to give in to the night. She closed the book and placed it on the bedside table. She removed her glasses and placed them on top of the book. She sighed, moved down under the covers before she turned off the light. She did her best to retrieve as many of the blankets from her husband as she could; then thought of something as she reached for the light, switched it off and let her head settle on the pillow.

'That Barney Thomson was on the news again tonight. After you'd come to bed, you know.'

James Strachan mumbled in reply.

'Seems he's suspected in an armed robbery in Dumfries. I'm not so sure, but I suppose he could've gone down there after he was here. But he did say he was going to yon monastery for a wee whiley, did he no'? Maybe I should say something to the police, what d'you think? We don't want him being accused of things he didn't do.'

'I think you're havering, Mary Strachan. Now would you try and get some sleep?'

'Oh, aye, and another thing. Apparently they're saying it was his fault that Stevie Nicol missed yon sitter against Uruguay in Mexico in 1986.'

'Aye, no doubt. That sounds reasonably hudibrastoplastic to me.'

The old couple settled into their bed, as the wind blew and the snow piled against their house. And some twenty miles away, while Barney Thomson slept and the blizzard howled up the glen, the third murder in five days was committed at the monastery of the Holy Order of the Monks of St John.

'Away and stick yer heid in a sheep's stomach, James Strachan.'

The Busted Gearbox Blues

––––––––
'The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is its natural manure.'
'Oh, aye, Mary Strachan, that's all very well. But just what has that eejit Thomas Jefferson got to do with the fact that they're saying it was Barney Thomson's fault that Jim Leighton sold the goal against Brazil in Italy in 1990.'

*** 

Clear blue skies; thick snow on the ground, white and fresh. A gentle breeze blowing off the land, out to sea. The blizzard and high winds gone in the night. Freezing temperatures, but the kind of cold a good coat could combat; faces shone, noses ran, ears went red.

They sat in the Land Rover, heating on full, slithering out of Thurso and heading west. Sheep Dip was in the back, eating the third of five bacon rolls. The snowploughs had already been along the road; snow piled high at the sides, great hedgerows. Blocking out the view; like driving through Devon. Along the top of Scotland, no particular destination in mind. The plan as before, to stop at every hotel and B&B, but they knew that that was not where their destination lay. Barney Thomson would not be holed up somewhere where he had to pay his way. He could not automatically trust to all his keepers' innocence. He would have found some other refuge, or else gone on. He could easily have gone to the north islands, and it might be that they would have to come back this way. They would have to anyway, for the exchange of cars.

Sergeant Gordon had had it in mind to tell them about the Sutherland monastery when they'd come to pick up the car, but somehow it had slipped his attention. He would remember some time in the afternoon, and smile wryly to himself, then he would make another cup of tea.

Serial killers did not haunt monasteries. They went for places such as underground caverns and houses in the woods. He had seen the movies.

Past Melvich and Strathy, on towards Bettyhill. Slow going, stopping intermittently; occasional forays along small roads, down which the snowplough had not ventured. Skidding and slipping and sliding. Glad of the four-wheel drive, although Mulholland had not much experience. Sheep Dip had been used to four-wheel drive since he'd been seven, but did not feel it was for him to say anything. He enjoyed the ride, laughed quietly to himself, and munched his way through a couple of movie bags of Doritos.

A succession of rejections and blank looks. A few possibles, slipping away to nothing. Most places this far north were closed for the winter. A few hotels, a few forlorn B&Bs. Sometimes they came to houses; the sign was up, but the building was along some inaccessible road. So they would have to struggle on foot, for which only Sheep Dip was dressed.

Feet and trousers soaking after the first couple, they ended up sending Sheep Dip on his own.

A couple of tortuous hours into their day, not long after twelve, Mulholland first noticed the problem with the car. Trouble getting into third, all the other gears still available. Slowly, as they went, gears vanished, until he was driving solely in second. Waiting for it to disappear at any time. They struggled into a small garage in Tongue.

Just before he pulled in off the road, he noticed that it had not been cleared ahead. He parked in the garage next to the snowplough. Feet cold and soaking, no amount of heat directed their way having any noticeable effect. Fed up. Getting nowhere. The ups and downs of humour. Proudfoot was no different.

He took the car out of gear. For the last time. Switched off the engine, looked at Proudfoot. Had forgotten about Sheep Dip.

'Fuck it,' he said.

'How long do you think it'll take to fix?'

He shook his head. Getting annoyed at her, because he wanted her and was too racked with pusillanimity to say anything.

'I don't know, do I, Sergeant? If I was a mechanic I'd have fixed the bloody thing by now.'

He got out of the car and slammed the door. He stopped and stared at the snow at his feet. What was he doing? There was no point in losing his temper at her; some pseudo-Freudian knee-jerk reaction just because he was too much of a jessie to try to sleep with her.

'He fancies you,' said Sheep Dip from the back, before taking a bite out of a particularly green apple.

'He does not,' said Proudfoot. She got out of the car and looked at Mulholland. There was nothing there as he returned the look. He could apologise later, he thought.

A mechanic, yellow-overalled, appeared from behind the snowplough, rubbing his hands on a dirty rag.

'Good afternoon,' he said, looking suspiciously at the police vehicle. 'It's a bitty of a day to be out, is it not?'

'Duty calls,' said Mulholland. Not in the mood for conversation.

'Not from around here, then,' said the mechanic. 'Still, I see you're driving Lachlan Gordon's car. You must be the folks up from the Big Smoke looking for this serial killer fellow, is that right?'

'Brilliant, Sherlock, how do you do it?'

'Ach, it's not difficult. Everybody knows you're up here, driving around in your fancy motors and staying in all the best hotels.'

'Is that right?'

'Aye, aye. So are you two lovebirds sleeping together yet, or are you still at the hating-each-other stage?'

'Sorry?'

'Ach well, it doesn't matter, doesn't matter at all. Now, what can I be doing for you?'

Proudfoot looked at the ground. Mulholland tried not to lose his temper. He had stopped analysing his feelings of hostility. Given in to them and determined to enjoy it. He was about to speak when the door of the Land Rover opened and Sheep Dip crunched into the snow.

'Hey, hey, hey,' said the mechanic. 'If it isn't the old Dipmeister! How are you doing, Sergeant? It's been a wee whiley since you've been up in these parts.'

'Aye, well, you know, after what happened with Big Mary and the combine...'

'Oh, aye, aye, right enough. Some things are better left alone, especially now with Donald back from the Falklands.'

'Hello!' said Mulholland. 'Can we get on? I've got a problem with the gearbox.'

'No!' said the mechanic.

'Aye,' said Mulholland.

'Ach, that blasted thing. There's no' a mechanic in Caithness or Sutherland who hasn't had a go at Lachlan's  gearbox. And to be honest with you, we're all fair scunnert by it.'

'This happens a lot?'

'Och, aye, all the time, laddie. Didn't he tell you? Ach, no, no, I suppose he didn't.'

'So you'll know how to fix it?'

The mechanic put his hands on his hips and shook his head. Looked at the Land Rover like he'd look at a horse with a broken leg.

'Oh, it's not as easy as all that, I'm afraid, laddie. It's a big job, and all that, you know, and what with me having to fix Big Davie's snowplough. That's got to come first, you know. Have to have the roads through to Durness cleared by this evening.'

'Listen,' said Mulholland sharply, 'this is police business. I need that car to be fixed as soon as possible.'

'Don't you go spouting your fancy police business talk at me, sonny. And just where d'you think you're going to be going with no snowplough on the roads? Tell me that, laddie? He sows hurry and reaps indigestion. Robert Louis Stevenson. Mark those words, laddie.'

'I'm not going to get indigestion if you get a move on and fix the sodding Land Rover.'

'Oh, but you will if you have some lunch at Agnes's wee shop up the road while you wait.'

Hand to forehead, Mulholland rubbed his brow. Other hand on hip. Was aware of a vein throbbing in his head. Not at one with the northern people, Joel Mulholland. He was not coping well with the stress of marital difficulties, combined with the hunt for a serial killer, unfettered testosterone, and a melancholy gearbox. He didn't know what to say next. He had visions of getting a helicopter up to fly the three of them around, but imagined McMenemy would not be too keen on that.

'How long will it take, Mr...?' said Proudfoot.

'Oh, Alexander Montgomerie. You can call me Sandy.'

'How long,' said Mulholland, looking up, voice steady, the clipped words of the excessively angry, 'will it take to fix the snowplough?'

Sandy Montgomerie turned and looked at the large yellow truck. Rubbed his hand across his chin. Thinking, probably.

'Oh, I should say another couple of hours at the most. You know, it's a problem with the carburettor and the—'

'And how long after you've done that to fix the Land Rover?'

He turned his back and stared at the Land Rover. Scratched his chin again then narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips in scrutiny.

'Ach, it's hard to say, you know. It's a big job, mind, a right big job. Doubt I'll get it finished the night.'

'Aw, bloody fuck,' said Mulholland. He turned away, staring at the white hills behind.

'Now, laddie, there's no need for that. I'll work as fast as I can.'

Mulholland didn't turn back. Became aware of his freezing feet, the damp working its way up his legs. Felt like screaming.

'Is there any other way to get along this road today?' asked Proudfoot.

'You mean like a bus or a car hire company, or something like that?' said Montgomerie.

'Aye.'

'No, no, there's nothing like that up here. No bus'll be going along on a day like the day.'

'Brilliant,' said Mulholland from behind.

'So what is there along here? Bed and breakfasts and hotels and the like. Anything?' asked Proudfoot.

Sandy Montgomerie stared at the blue sky. Watched a couple of gulls joust in the cold air. Mournful cries, sharp in the cold. Sheep Dip bit into his apple.

'How many dawns, chill from his rippling rest, the seagull's wings dip and pivot him, Shedding white rings of tumu—'

'For God's sake, would you shut up with all this bloody literature! I've had enough of bloody Stevenson!'

'That was Hart Crane, laddie, not Stevenson.'

'I don't give a shite who it was, would you just answer the questions?'

'Aye, aye, no bother. Keep your heid on, laddie.'

Montgomerie looked at Proudfoot.

'I think you're going to have to shag him, lassie, the way he's carrying on.'

'Right,' she said. Stared at the ground.

'Now as far as I know, there'll be nothing open between here and Durness this time of year. Once you get there, there's a couple of hotels and the like, but there's probably only one B&B open. That'll be Mrs Strachan. You might like to check that.'

'And do you think we could get a lift in the snowplough?' asked Proudfoot.

'Aye, I don't see why not. Big Davie's a lovely big lad, I'm sure he'd be delighted to give you a lift.'

'Big Davie?'

'Aye, Big Davie Cranachan. Drives the snowplough, just like his father before him and his father before him, and so on. All the way back to the days of the Clearances. I remember my old father telling me so...'

'Where can we find him?' said Mulholland, turning round.

Sandy Montgomerie looked up the road, pointed.

'He'll be having a spot of lunch at Agnes's place. One of her chicken pies, if I'm not mistaken. Could do with one of them myself at the moment, but I should be getting on.'

'Thanks,' said Proudfoot. 'We'll go and speak to him.'

'Aye, fine, I'm sure he'll be obliging.'

Proudfoot started trudging off in the direction of Agnes's place. Mulholland looked to Sandy Montgomerie, nodded, trailed after his sergeant. Foul mood intact. Sheep Dip stopped to chat.

'What's the matter with you?' said Proudfoot, as they walked up the small hill.

'Leave it, Sergeant,' he replied. 'Just leave it.'

'Aye, fair enough,' she said. 'But don't think I'm shagging you in that mood.'

*** 

'Away and stick your heid in a bucket of pudding, Mary Strachan, you're havering again.'

'Ach, I'm not havering, James Strachan. If there's either of us havering, it's you. Look at yon ugly mug,' she said, pointing at the television. 'That's him, I'm telling you. He stayed right here in this house. Sure as Wee Fiona Menzies went soft in the heid after Hamish left her for yon stripper from Inverness.'

James Strachan shookled his paper and once more disappeared behind the sports pages of the Scotsman. Gers Grab Dutch Embryo in £80m Swoop. 'If it's a girl she plays on the wing,' says unconcerned boss.

'That's how much you know, woman. She wasn't a stripper, she was a cheese-o-gram. Now would you haud yer wheesht about yon Barney Thomson? I'm trying to read my paper.'

Scotland to Field Nine Defenders in Friendly against Andorra. 'Their right wing-back plays Spanish 8th division football, and he worries me,' admits Brown.

'Ach, away you and roast your feet in the oven, James Strachan. As soon as this snow clears, I'll be going to see the FBI, so I will. No mistake.'

'The FBI! The FBI! What are you blethering about, Mary Strachan? I keep telling you, you watch too much shite on that television. That's why you think we've had a serial killer staying in Durness. But I'm telling you, missus, the only serial killer we've had was yon bloke who ate all the Weetabix.'

'Ach, away and stick your heid in a roaring fire, James Strachan.'

'Aye, well, you away and stick your heid in a blazing furnace, Mary Strachan. If Barney Thomson was going to the monastery, why did he no' just go there straight from Tongue? It's the same distance and it would have saved him the bother of coming all the way up here.'

'What? Look, I'm not saying he's not an eejit, but the man was definitely here, so you away and stick your heid inside an active volcano, James Strachan.'

'An active volcano? It's like that, is it? Well, away you and stick your heid inside an exploding star, Mary Strachan.'

The discussion continued, but the sharp edge of intellectual debate had been lost, and so the argument degenerated into petty name-calling and insults.

Hiding In The Shadows

––––––––
It was Brother Frederick who discovered the latest body; the latest murdered monk. The corpse resting against a tree in the wood, covered in snow from the blizzard which was still raging. He shouldn't have been out at his age, that's what some of the monks thought, but Frederick was still active. He had no intention of going quietly in his bed; a man who would die on his feet, that's what he'd always thought. And he wondered now if he would die at the hands of a killer, like the rest of the monks at the monastery.
Frederick was the only one who knew about the murders of 1927, when fourteen of the monks had been poisoned in little more than a month. There had been many more of their number in those days, but fourteen had still cut into the very heart of them. And yet the police had not been called; the monks had rooted out the killer on their own, and had dealt with him summarily. God's judgement. He was now reminded of those terrible days.

When the most recent victim had not immediately appeared at breakfast, there had been no particular notice paid. This monk was frequently kept away at mealtimes, such were his duties, and the more so now. One or two might have suspected there was something wrong, but only Frederick felt it. Felt the evil as there had been seventy years previously

So he'd gone out into the cold after breakfast to search. The snow howled around in the wind, small flakes in a hyper-tensioned frenzy. Had known that he could not stay out in it for long, but reckoned that the killer would not have done so either. Therefore did not have far to search for the body.

Now he stood, one hundred and four years old, Brother Frederick, having found the latest victim of the monastery killer in the usual position. Sitting upright, legs splayed, but this time no blood. No knife or pair of scissors in the neck.

No weather for an old man to be carrying out a post-mortem, but he took a quick look. The eyes smiled in death, as with the brothers librarian, but not the mouth this time. The lips were opened and slightly distorted by something inside the mouth. He tentatively took an old frail hand from within his cloak and pushed the top lip slightly higher. Inside there was a comb, lodged against the top of the mouth and back against the tongue, forcing the tongue down the throat so that the victim would have choked on it.

Death by comb; a bitter smile came to the face of the old man. He had seen many things in his time, many horrible deaths, but never this. He let the lip go, and it stayed in the position into which it had been pushed. He took one last look at the corpse, then began his retreat through the snow back to the monastery. He did not fear that one of the men who waited inside was a killer. Prescient death awaited Brother Frederick, that he knew. He worried for his brothers, but had seen so much death in those early days that eighty years with the Lord had done nothing for his ambivalence towards it. Death, good or bad, but inevitable.

The wind in his face, cheeks frozen, lips drawn tight and purple across bared teeth, Brother Frederick struggled back to the partial warmth of the monastery. How many of those murders of '27 had it been his painful duty to report?

*** 

Barney Thomson undertook what he now saw as most definitely the secondary of his two tasks. Cleaning the floors. On his hands and knees, scrubbing the stone. Had to polish next. Good upkeep was the only thing that had kept the buildings together; that was what he had been told early on. He had already worked the corridors of the third floor, and now found himself in the library. In between the shelves. Hidden from the rest of the room, but there was no one else there. He wondered why Brother Herman was not on duty. Presumed he was out bending someone's thumbs backwards or putting their testicles through a clothes press in order to discover some incontrovertible truth.

He wondered what stage the investigation into his own disappearance had reached, whether the police had discovered any of the places at which he'd stayed on his short journey across the Highlands. How soon would it be safe for him to venture back out from the monastery? He was aware of the fads of modern life; how something could dominate the news for a few weeks and then be gone as if it never existed. Could that happen to the myth of the cold serial killer, Barney Thomson?

He could not know the headline in that morning's Daily Record: Barber Surgeon Blamed for Stock Exchange Debacle. Occasionally he thought about Agnes, and assumed she was comfortably at home with her hideous soap operas. He wondered how Allan was coping with the stigma of having a brother wanted by the police. Rightly assumed that he would have changed his name.

But where could he go if he fled from his cold prison? What could he do for money? What could life possibly offer him?

He knew he had no option. He had to wait it out at the monastery of death and hope he was not farther sucked into the macabre happenings. Something might come along, or maybe time would make him less visible in the outside world. By next summer, perhaps, there would be a new hate figure. He had to keep his head down and hope that the monks did not hear news of him from the outside world. This blizzard would help that, and maybe by the time the next contact had been made, some other poor bastard would be dominating the front pages.

Head down, mouth shut, on with his work, and try not to get on the wrong side of Brother Herman. Barney Thomson scrubbed the floor a little bit harder.

A minute, then he heard footsteps, voices. Stopped scrubbing; held his breath. Was not sure if the library was out of bounds. Had only ventured in because Herman was not there to ask. He crouched against a bookcase, recognising the voices as those of the Abbot and Brother Adolphus. Quick steps, stopping as they got into the centre of the room.

'Brother Herman!' the Abbot called out. Nothing.

Barney heard the footsteps, agitatedly around the back of the desk. Wondered if he should make himself known, but something stayed him. Either a sixth sense, or that quality which allowed him to make the wrong decision in nearly every difficult circumstance.

'Goodness,' said the Abbot, 'where can the good brother be?'

'If you would tell me the reason for your agitation, Brother Abbot, perhaps I could be of some comfort to you. You appear most distressed.'

You appear most distressed, mumbled Barney to himself. Creep.

'There has been another murder, Brother!' said the Abbot.

A strangled gasp from Adolphus, then, 'In the Lord's name, who is it this time?'

No immediate reply. Barney stared at the cold, dark ceiling. Another death amongst them. He tried to think who had not been at breakfast, but there were a few. There were always some who chose to go without.

'It is dear Brother Babel. Brother Frederick found his body at the edge of the forest, not ten minutes ago.'

'Brother Babel!'

Brother Babel. Fifty-three, surprisingly corpulent of build, balding and warm-hearted. Friend to them all, enemy to none. A pure and honest man, one of the few at the monastery with genuine motive. Had been a fine left-back. In the wrong place at the wrong time.

There was nothing else immediately said, while the Abbot wrung his hands and Brother Adolphus digested the news. That was, if he didn't already know it, thought Barney Thomson, for one of these monks must be the killer.

'I need to find Brother Herman. It is his investigation. There's little chance of the police managing to find a way up here, or of us getting out to them. Not with this blizzard. We are trapped in our own prison, Brother Adolphus, with a killer on the loose. I should not have allowed myself to be guided by Herman. I should have had the police in here five days ago. This is a terrible business. Terrible.'

Brother Babel. Barney continued to stare at the ceiling. He hadn't spoken to the man. He'd had a Brother Cadfael haircut, albeit one administered by the wayward hand of Adolphus; had obviously eaten a little too many doughnuts. What else? Nothing, nothing at all. Just another man he had hardly known, and who was now dead.

How had he managed to be so foolish as to come to this place? But then, how could he have known? He had read an article about the monks and their solitary existence, cut off from the world, in the Herald the previous spring. It had seemed such a natural place to hide when the whole of the Western world was looking for him. But as soon as he'd arrived...

Could he have brought some evil with him? Some malign spirit?

'How was he killed, Brother Abbot?' asked Adolphus. He had not been part of the previous investigations, but had heard the rumours of stabbing, as had all the others.

'With a comb,' said the Abbot.

Barney heard the gasp of Adolphus. Only just managed to contain his own gasp.

'He was combed to death?' said Adolphus, having never heard of such a thing.

'The comb had been rammed into his mouth, forcing his tongue back down his throat, so that he choked on it. That is what dear Brother Frederick seems to think.'

'Good heavens, Brother! A comb. But there would be only one brother in our midst with a comb.'

'Exactly. Brother Jacob. Oh dear, oh dear. I really shouldn't have insisted that Herman be so easy on him after the murder of Brother Morgan with his scissors. It appears that it all ties up. These deaths did not start until Jacob came among us, and within a few short days of his being here, three of our number have been killed. Now a second with an implement under Jacob's control. We must find the wretched brother, and we must find Brother Herman. God help us if anything should have happened to him.'

'This is indeed a most wretched business, Brother. Is there no way we could get a message to the outside?'

'Listen,' said the Abbot. And Brother Adolphus listened to the winds of the blizzard batter against the side of the monastery. 'We are trapped, Brother, only ourselves and our Lord to protect us. I shall put it around the monks, see if there is one of the younger ones brave enough to go out into the storm, but it is hardly something I can ask.'

Because it would appear that we cannot rely on our Lord, thought the Abbot, something he did not dare voice. Wondered why they had been deserted, and why this evil had come to them.

'Come, Brother Adolphus, we must find Brother Herman and tell him this most grievous news. Then we must apprehend Jacob. And the body of dear Babel, he must be brought in from the cold. By God, this is a most heinous day.'

The footsteps receded quickly from the library, the heavy door closed and the sound vanished behind the heavy oak. Silence.

Barney Thomson still stared at the ceiling. In a trance. Suspected of murders which he hadn't committed. And yet, could he be a schizophrenic? Did he lose himself sometimes in his sleep? All the murders had been at night. And for all his trouble drifting off, once he'd gone off he slept soundly. Not even dreams. Perhaps he sleepwalked; sleep-murdered. Disposed of the bodies, then slipped back into bed. Murder committed and none the wiser. He'd heard of it happening.

And if not that, was someone trying to frame him, because he was the newest monk and the obvious suspect? Brother Martin perhaps? Or even Brother Herman himself? That was a possibility, he thought, but there was nothing he could do about it. He had no defence, and he was the outsider. There was no reason why he would get a fair trial from these people. He knew how dangerous religious fanaticism could be. He'd read books, discussed it over many a pint with Bill Taylor. But there was no getting out; no escaping the monastery. He would be a fool to head off into the hills in this weather; as certain a suicide as putting a gun to his head. He had to find some hiding place in the monastery, then wait out the storm. Go on the run when the weather had broken, before they could get in the outside agencies of the law. Once the police had been called, he was done. Barney Thomson dropped his eyes from the ceiling to the floor. There were no answers to be found, but he had to move quickly. His temporary respite had gone; he was once again a fugitive. Perhaps he ought to make himself known to the Abbot, to defend himself. By running he would be implicated beyond any doubt in their eyes. But he could not believe that he would be judged fairly. He'd heard the Abbot's own words, and they'd sounded like those of a man whose mind was already made up.

And so, just like he had when he'd accidentally killed Wullie Henderson eight and a half months previously, he would once again avoid confrontation with the authorities for as long as he could.

He stood up, leaned against the shelving. He felt weak, but knew he must hide quickly. As he considered the monastery buildings and whether he could find somewhere to hide where he wouldn't die of cold, he wondered if outside there might be some part of these islands where the name Barney Thomson would not be considered evil, where someone called Barney Thomson might walk a free man. He was not to know the headline in that morning's Scotsman: Bring Me the Head of Barney Thomson, Screams First Minister.

Big Davie The Plough

––––––––
'Aye, aye, it's a long time since we had one of you lot up from Glasgow, and a' that, you know,' said Big Davie.
The snowplough ground slowly towards Durness. Mulholland, Sheep Dip and Proudfoot were squeezed into the cab, thighs pressed against thighs. Sheep Dip took large bites from a small chocolate bar, and Mulholland could feel himself resenting every mouthful, as if it reduced his space by some infinitesimal amount. A doppelgänger for his annoyance at not getting to press his legs against Proudfoot.

'You're from Glasgow yourself, then?' said Proudfoot.

'Oh, aye. My mother and father split up when I was a wean. My mum took us back to Cambuslang, you know. Load of shite. Came back up here as soon as I could get away without her phoning the Daily Record. Haven't seen her in about six year. Daft cow.'

Mulholland stared at the snow on the road ahead. Mind numbed. Big Davie looked across Mulholland and Sheep Dip, who for his purposes might not have been there, at the alluring Proudfoot.

'So, you're a woman, then?' he said.

Proudfoot didn't look round. She stared at the snow on the road. Didn't really have an answer for that. Hadn't thought about it in a while.

'Check the big brain on Davie,' said Mulholland, muttering.

'Aye,' said Big Davie, 'I notice these things. It's not often you get a woman polis around here, you know. Not that you look like a polis, or anything like that.'

'So what do I look like?' she said.

Big Davie gave Mulholland a quick glance.

'One of they supermodels or a film star or something,' he said.

It was a crap line; but it'd worked in the seedy bars of Bettyhill and Scrabster. Wee Alison McVitie; Big Janice McLeod; Esther The Bedtester Cummins; Phyllis Froglegs Duncan; Big Effie MacFarlane. The list was long.

Mulholland laughed. Proudfoot switched from cynicism to annoyance. Sheep Dip cracked open a bag of Maltesers and popped six of them into his mouth. He'd had the same thoughts about Proudfoot himself, but he knew what Mrs Dip would have to say about it. The Big Mary incident had just about been the last straw.

'Piss off, you,' said Proudfoot, addressing Mulholland.

'Aye,' said Big Davie, seeing his opportunity, 'could see you on one of they magazine covers, you know. Cosmo or something.'

'Aye,' said Mulholland. 'Erin Proudfoot on why she's shagged her last beefburger.'

'Would you shut your face?' she said.

'Aye,' said Big Davie, 'you get a lot of they polis women who are absolute stankmonsters, you know. Look like they could crush a cannonball between their thighs. A bit of rough. You'll know what I mean,' he said to Mulholland. Nudged him in the ribs

'Aye,' he replied. Already wondering if he should commandeer the snowplough. Toss Big Davie into a snowdrift. He glanced at him. Big Davie was well named. Not unlike Big Effie MacFarlane.

'The only time you usually get a good-looking bit of pig crumpet is on the telly, you know. Like yon Charlie's Angels or something like that. See yon Farrah Fawcett. She's got a face like a bag of spanners the now, you know, but see when she was younger, I'd've dragged my balls three mile over broken glass just to wank in her shadow. All tits and arse and no brains in her heid. You can't beat that in a bird.'

Why is it, thought Mulholland, that wherever you go in life, you will always find a Glaswegian talking pish?

'So how long you been in the polis, then, hen?' asked Big Davie. Time to turn on the charm.

'Ten years,' said Proudfoot. Couldn't be bothered with him, but she'd spent all her life talking to idiots like this, so she could do it and switch off at the same time. And it was annoying Mulholland.

'Ten year, eh? Stoatir. You must have caught a few criminals in that time, eh?'

'Aye, one or two,' she said.

'Brilliant. I mean, being a woman, and all that, you know. 'Cause women just aren't like us, you know. In't that right, Chief,' he said. Nudged Mulholland again.

'Ever thought of being a policeman yourself?' said Mulholland dryly.

The snowplough ground on; slower than a slow Sunday when it's raining outside, the BBC are showing a forty year-old Doris Day movie, and Sky have plumped for Motherwell versus Dundee.

'The one that always gets me,' said Big Davie, 'is the toilet thing.'

For a second he concentrated on a tight bend in the road, leaving them in suspense. When he resumed on a short straighter section, he said nothing. Knew how to hook an audience, did Big Davie. Well aware of the nation's scatological fascination. Did not have to wait long.

'Go on, then,' said Proudfoot. 'You're going to explain that at some point, so you might as well get it over with.'

Sheep Dip tilted back his head and poured the remaining Maltesers down his throat.

'Think about it,' said Big Davie, lifting a finger. 'You'll know what I'm getting at, Big Man. How many times have you been sitting in the boozer, in a crowd, you know; a few blokes, a few birds, and then one of the women'll say, I'm away for a pish. Then the next thing is that there's some other bird saying no bother, hen, I need one myself, I'll come with you, and off they go, hand in hand to the bog. How many times have you seen that?'

'Lost count,' replied Mulholland.

'Hundreds,' said Sheep Dip, chocolate in his teeth.

'Exactly. So what I want to know is, what do they do when they get there? I mean, no one's saying they're screaming lesbians, or anything like that, you know. So what is it they do? I mean, if you're sitting there and some bloke says to you, I'm going for a pish, want to come? what are you going to think? You think, this guy's a bloody poof and I'm going to kick his heid in. There's just no way on this earth that two guys are going to go to the bog together, unless they're flaming, know what I mean? But with women it's different. They quite happily swan off to the bog, arm in arm, to squeeze into the same cubicle together and compare knickers.'

They left him to it. Proudfoot tried to remember the last time she'd gone to the toilet accompanied, and had to admit it hadn't been too long ago. Mulholland drummed a mental finger.

'Course,' said Big Davie, 'if I was a woman, I expect I'd need some help going for a pish. I mean, it's no' as if they've got anything to hang on to. Who knows, eh?'

He didn't get an answer. The snowplough was another fifty yards nearer Durness. Big Davie had not finished.

'Oh, aye, that was another good-looking bird. What was her name? The one in Cagney and Lacy? The blonde bit. Good-looking bit of stuff. Shite programme, of course, but she was all right, you know. I mean, back then. She's nothing to look at now, mind, but see ten year ago, I'd've smeared my balls in raw meat and swum through shark-infested waters just to get a whiff of her armpit.'

Mulholland wondered if he could arrest Big Davie for talking mince in adverse weather conditions.

'I think that might just about be it, though. What do you think, Big Man?'

Mulholland didn't reply. How about driving a snowplough under the influence of stupidity?

'See, that's my point, hen,' said Big Davie, once more directing his attention to Proudfoot. 'Usually good looking women don't join the polis. But here you are, pure in there, and all that. A dream thing in uniform. A babe in blue. A bit of snatch with some authority. You can't beat it. So, what's the score?'

One of the great laws of physics, she thought. Proudfoot's law, number eight hundred and thirty-five. If you're in a snowplough with two guys – she ignored Sheep Dip; Sheep Dip was like having a dog along for the ride – one of whom you want to smother in ice cream, and one of whom you wouldn't touch with a stick the length of the diameter of the universe, you can guarantee that it'll be the pre-humanoid who makes the move.

'Not sure, you smooth-talking bastard,' she said. Which was the truth. 'Enjoyed it on TV, I suppose. Always wanted to be in the police.'

'Right,' said Big Davie. 'No bother, hen. Sometimes it just seems like life leads you one way or the other and there's nothing you can do about it. You're just drifting down the river without a paddle, the trees of the forest passing you by, like shite off a stick.'

'Aye,' she said. 'Something like that.'

'Very existentialist,' said Mulholland. He'd had enough.

'Existentialist, Big Man?' said Big Davie.

'Whatever.'

'Do you actually know what existentialist means?'

Mulholland didn't answer.

'Are you saying that living a life where you drift from one course of action to another without rhyme nor reason, with no control over any eventuality, is an existentialist existence? Clearly, you've no idea what you're talking about. The existentialist ideal covers a shit-load of doctrines denying objective universal values, holding that a bloke's got to create they values for himself through action, and by living each moment to the full. Carpe diem and all that. What's that got to do with drifting aimlessly through life taking what comes, like your gorgeous sidekick here?'

'My life's not aimless,' said Proudfoot.

'Now that you've met me?' he said hopefully.

Mulholland raised his eyes. Wanted to be anywhere else on the planet. Back policing Partick Thistle home games. Anything.

'Looking for a date tonight, Davie?' she said.

'You asking?' said Big Davie.

'Davie, if the choice was between a night out with you and three hours with a headache and a nine-tonne earth remover wedged up my nose, I'd reach for the Nurofen and take my chances with the JCB.'

'Oh,' he said. Swept powerfully round a tight corner.

'So sex is out of the question, then?'

'Aye.'

'Fair enough,' he said. Rejection was no problem. Big Davie's Law of Acquisition: if you propositioned a hundred women a week and ninety-nine refused, you were still getting a shag.

Time to move on. Or back, as it might have been.

*** 

The snowplough chugged noisily away on up the road, heading for Rhiconich and on to Laxford Bridge, where it would meet up with the plough from Ullapool. Proudfoot, Mulholland and Sheep Dip watched it go for a few seconds, glad to be released; then they walked up the drive of the first B&B in Durness.

This one to check, two hotels, then they would take it from there. They were unsure where the next hotels were going to be down the road; unsure how they were going to get there. Each of them thinking privately that they might have been coming to the end of the road. For all the obvious signs and myriad clues, it could be that Barney Thomson had just disappeared into the ether. They could spend a pointless night in Durness and then what? Turn back, head down to Glasgow, give it another few days before the Chief Super kicked them both off the case and lined up some other sacrificial dope to take the drop. The future.

Mulholland rang the bell and waited.

'You all right?' said Proudfoot. Annoyed for feeling concern.

Mulholland grunted.

'Feel like I've just had my balls dragged over broken glass for three miles,' he said.

'Oh aye. And whose shadow are you going to wank in?'

Voice with a sudden edge. Mulholland looked round. Felt a dryness in the throat. Sheep Dip stared at the not-so-distant hills, watching the storm coming slowly towards them.

The door opened.

'Bit of a cold day to be out,' said the old man.

The moment had passed. They looked at him. Mulholland held out his ID card.

'Good afternoon, sir. Chief Inspector Mulholland, Sergeants Proudfoot and Dipmeister. Just doing a few rounds in the area. We were wondering if you've had this man staying at your house in the last couple of weeks.'

He showed him the picture. The man tutted loudly, and shook his head.

'That'll be yon eejit who caused Alan Hansen and Wullie Miller to collide against Russia in Spain in '82?'

'Don't believe everything you read in the papers,' said Mulholland.

'Aye, well, you shouldn't just dismiss everything either.'

'Anyway, that's not really our concern. Have you had him as a guest here, or have you heard of him staying in any other establishment in the town?'

He tutted loudly once more. 'Ach, away and boil your heid son, we're in Durness, and this is a respectable establishment. Yon serial killers stay in houses with the windows boarded up and all that kind of thing.'

'Bit of a sweeping assumption, Mr...?'

'Strachan, James Strachan, that's me.'

'Well, Mr Strachan, you can't be too sure. You're positive that no one remotely resembling this has stayed at your house? Maybe under a different name, or with a slightly different appearance?'

James Strachan hesitated. He wondered if he should express his wife's suspicions. Thought, Ach, what does she know, the daft old pudding?

'Ach, no, son, no one like that. Why don't you try some dodgy area of Glasgow, or one of those places?'

'We know him to have been in this area.'

'Oh, is that right, now?'

'Aye.'

'Well, well. Still, we've not had him here. Why don't you try the Cape Wrath Hotel down the road? Big place, yon. Would have space for a serial killer or two in the basement, no doubt.'

'Aye, fine,' said Mulholland.

James Strachan stared at them for a few more seconds. Shrugged, felt the cold.

'Thanks for your help,' said Mulholland, as another door closed.

Pointless, he thought. Proudfoot thought the same, though neither of them spoke.

A mirror of virtually every place they'd been. The majority hadn't seen Barney Thomson; the minority had seen him, but still had been no help whatsoever.

From nowhere, the long fingers of the coming storm slowly reached out, and snow began to fall, in sparse, swirling, white fluffy flakes. They turned and started to walk down the road. Freezing, dispirited, unhappy, the mood and general pointlessness of their current occupation even infiltrating Sheep Dip. They were feeling useless; and unaware that the Cape Wrath Hotel was another mile and a half away.

Along Came A Spider

––––––––
'Psst!'
Darkness. No sound but the muffled howl of the wind outside. Late at night or early in the morning, Barney Thomson did not know. He had lost all sense of time, except that it had been dark for many hours, the monks long since in their beds. A day hidden in the attic above the library; after removing his brush and bucket, so they would have nothing to raise suspicions as to his location.

Cold up there. Dark, damp; lonely. Spiders for company; creatures unseen that brushed past his face. Scuttling noises from near by, but the darkness was impenetrable, no amount of time had allowed his eyes to grow. Yet he had no fear of any of that, Barney Thomson; no phobias. A simple man. But knew he couldn't live forever in the cold, damp attic of the monastery. Some warmth reached there from the floors below, but not much. He would eventually die of hypothermia. He'd realised after a time that once the monks were all in bed he could safely come back down below. To lurk in the shadows, plunder the kitchen. Now he'd had his fill of bread and cold meat; more stashed away inside his cloak for later, for the following day, as he could see nothing but another day in hiding.

Hours alone in the darkness allowed you time to think, and Barney Thomson had done a lot of thinking. Regrets. Mistakes he'd made. What the future held. He was a fish out of water in this place; like a priest at Ibrox, as Wullie always used to say. And it is of Wullie that he continued to think. Which he found funny. He had hardly given him a second's thought in all those months. Between March and November, once the initial danger had passed. Wullie had been gone, and that was that, and he would never have given him another thought had not the body of Chris Porter been discovered.

So now, regrets. Regrets that he hadn't made a better job of hiding Chris Porter's body.

'Psst!'

And was he the worse for it now, this regret? Regrets about his actions after killing Wullie, not about the death itself. Accident it might have been, but he'd still killed a man. That was what had started it all off. He'd thought, as he'd sat frozen in his miserable hideout, that this was his penance; his hairshirt. So much for avoiding detection, when he had to hide away in conditions that were worse than he would experience in prison. The blizzard would not last forever, but it might last long enough for him to get caught. He had spent some of his day in the dark wondering if there might be some higher force at work. A God after all; vengeance to be taken.

'Psst!'

At the third attempt there was a stirring in front of him. The body shifted under the sheets. A low grumble, a hand moved, there was a mutter which sounded like, you're not using enough cream, Sarah.

Sarah? All the brothers had secrets. Barney Thomson had realised that much.

'Psst! Brother Steven!' A forced whisper. He had been in the room for a couple of minutes and had already lifted a blanket from his own bed, and any clothes which had come easily to hand.

Finally the brother's head moved, and he raised himself from the pillow. He squinted into the apocalyptic darkness.

'Who's there?' he said. Plucked from the depths of sleep. Still hadn't got around to remembering where he was. Could have been in any one of a hundred beds he'd woken up in.

'Brother Steven! It's me. Jacob. Brother Jacob,' he added, to avoid confusion. Was glad that Brother Steven had not succumbed to the killer's rampage as he had once suspected.

A small gasp, sheets were moved back; Barney saw Steven sit up. Shook his head, ran his hands across his face.

'Brother Jacob? Everyone's looking for you, man. Where've you been? We thought you'd run off into the blizzard.'

'Hiding,' he said. 'Look, Brother, I know what everyone thinks, but it wasn't me. I didn't have anything to do with they murders.'

'You didn't?'

'Naw, I didn't. I'm not that sort of bloke.'

'Well, why did you run, then Brother? Everyone thinks you're guilty. Maybe they wouldn't have, because we're not judgemental here, but after you disappeared...'

'I had to. I knew what everyone was thinking. What with the murders starting just after I arrived, and my barber's tools getting used for to commit them. I'm no mug.'

'So where've you been, Brother?'

Barney hesitated. He had decided to trust Brother Steven to find out exactly what was going on, but was not going to trust him all the way.

'It doesn't matter. Just hiding. I just need to know a few things, you know? Are there no other suspects? Is that bastard Herman just after me, 'cause if you ask me, that bastard's got something to do with it. And all they other suspicious-looking ones, like Martin and Goodfellow and Ash and Brunswick. They're all dodgy.'

No immediate reply. He could see Brother Steven move forward slightly on the bed.

'Do you mean what you just said, Brother?'

'Aye. Why, what do you mean?'

Another pause. Barney felt the eyes of Brother Steven upon him, even in this sepulchral darkness.

'Brother Ash is also dead.'

'What?'

'They found his body in the forest not far from the body of Brother Babel. Head bashed in.'

'Holy fuck!'

'Yes, Brother, indeed,' said Steven. 'No more the subtlety of a knife in the throat from our killer friend. He's changed his whole bag. What goes around comes around, and all that. I remember old Ash saying he was going to live forever. Forgetting that old Horace thing: Pallida Mors aequo pulsat pede pauperum tabernas regumque turres. Yep, you can't argue with that.'

'Aye, right,' said Barney, then added, 'Holy fuck. And I'm getting the blame for all four of these murders now?'

'I'm afraid so, Brother. The Abbot's already sent Brother David out on a mission to get to Durness and contact the police. To be honest, I don't know if you have to worry about that, because the guy's a dead man. Not a chance he'll make it in this weather. The poor Abbot must be really desperate. I don't think Herman was too happy, but that's his authority hang-up.'

'Aw, shite, that's all I need. The blinking police turning up here.'

'Indeed, Brother. Are you in trouble with the police as it is?'

Barney Thomson. Cool in a crisis. 'Me? Wanted by the police? Are you kidding? What would I be wanted by the police for? I mean, me? The police? What do you think, that I look like the kind of bloke who'd kill the people he worked with? The police? No chance.'

'All right, Brother. Then if you didn't kill our brothers, you have nothing to fear.'

'But they all think I did. You've got to know human nature, Brother. I've got no defence, not a leg to stand on.'

He could see Brother Steven nodding in the dark.

'Got you, Brother. It's that whole guilt-innocence trip. It's like what Bacon said: For what a man would like to be true, that he more readily believes. I suppose it's just more comfortable for us all to believe that it's the newcomer who's guilty, rather than someone among us who we've grown to love over the years.'

'So you think I'm guilty 'n all?'

'Guilt, innocence, that whole bag; you know, Jacob, I haven't a clue, man. I've not known you too long, but we get along all right, don't we? It's not like I had you pegged for a killer or anything, but then I've no idea who I might suspect. I don't think any of the brothers really has the genocidal edge in their eye. If I say it's definitely not you, then I have to accuse someone else. I just don't know, man. I'm trying to be in the zone on this one, but it's a tough call.'

Barney hesitated, then asked the burning question.

'You won't turn me in, Brother, will you? I need to wait until they've found the real killer.'

'Don't worry, I'm not turning anyone in. It's every man for himself out there. But they're not looking for anyone else, Brother, and if someone else dies, they're going to assume it's you who did it, because they don't know where you are. You have a long road ahead of you, my friend.'

They stared at one another, each man barely able to make out the other in this biblical darkness. This was what counted for friendship in this bloodied place, thought Brother Steven. But what did Barney Thomson know about friends? They nodded, a gesture which penetrated the night, and then Barney was gone, out into the Gothic black of the long hallway outside. And so, once more, he began to wander the corridors of doom, a fugitive from someone else's reality.

Brother Steven settled back down under the coarse blanket. Eyes open, staring at the ceiling. He thought of Brother Jacob, running from something which had brought him to the monastery in the first place, now running from something within. A tortured soul. It was like Catullus said, he thought, Now he goes along the darksome road, thither whence they say no one returns. That was about it for Brother Jacob.

He closed his eyes, feeling the tiredness come over him, and soon he was once again slipping into the arms of Sarah Connolly on a warm summer's afternoon.

*** 

Barney Thomson huddled in his corner in the attic. Extra clothes retrieved, food in his stomach. Fortified for the rest of the long night, and another bitter day ahead, when he would have to stay out of sight of the rest of the monks. He was glad that he had not told Brother Steven his whereabouts, but also pleased that he'd been to see him. He felt he had at least one friend in the world.

And so, Brother Ash was also dead. Four down, twenty-eight to go. He wondered if the killer would aim to do away with the full complement of monks, one by one, until there were only two of them left, with both denying everything.

But Brother Steven was right. Any further deaths would be blamed upon him. The only thing for him now, if the weather was to prevent his escape from this place, was to find the murderer himself. Only then would it be possible for him to have his reprieve. Only then would he be able to prevent the police from turning up in their hundreds.

Barney Thomson: a man with a mission. He did not know the full weight of accusation against him, only knew that he must do everything to clear his name. He was not guilty of any of the monastery murders, so he must prove himself innocent; something he could only do by turning in the real killer, and that is what he must discover. Then he could hand him over to the Abbot and the police, and at the same time turn himself in; that was his latest decision after more time in the black of night.

Then he could stand trial for the crimes of the past, for another hour of lonely reflection in the darkened attic had given him hope. He had persuaded himself; had been a spin doctor to his doubts on behalf of his earlier deeds. He could hand himself into the police and get a good lawyer. What exactly had he been guilty of? Murder certainly, but accidental murder. No more than manslaughter, and not by any dangerous or foolish act of his own. Wullie had slipped into a pair of scissors he'd been holding; Chris had fallen and cracked his head during the course of a minor stramash of which Chris himself had been the instigator.

Disposing of the bodies instead of informing the police had obviously been a mistake, but perhaps it could be forgiven. As for disposing of the bodies of his mother's victims, surely any jury would understand that act. Could anyone stand to see their own mother vilified as a serial human butcher? Virtually all his actions had been those of a desperate and panicked man. Horrible, perhaps, but also understandable.

That was what he had persuaded himself. So he had a plan. Find the monastery murderer and turn him into the Abbot, so that when the police arrived he could hand himself over to them with at least a decent reference from the man of God. There was nothing he believed he couldn't prove himself innocent of. Of course, he hadn't seen the following morning's selection of newspaper headlines. The Sun: Thomson Slaughters Ninety-Eight Women in Terror Week; the Times: Sadat Assassination – Thomson Accused; the Star: Barber Surgeon on Kidnap Spree; the Guardian: Barney Thomson Quits Tories; the Daily Record: How Barber Surgeon Made Goram Let in Five Against Portugal In '93; the Scotsman: Uproar as Boffins Set to Clone Barber Surgeon; the Herald: Wave of Naked Bank Robberies Pinned on Thomson; the Express: Thomson Kills Seventeen More; the Mirror: 'Cool' Killer in Downing Street Invite Mystery; the Mail: Barney Thomson Wore My Daughter's Skin, Claims Upset Mum; the Aberdeen Press and Journal: North-East Man Goes to Dentist.

He would have to be quick and discreet; he would have to use the sum of all his investigative powers and intuition. He'd need to cut a swathe through the confusion, the deceit and the treachery. He would have to become all that he had run from; the prey would become the predator. He'd need to be a leopard, ready to pounce upon the wounded wildebeest of the truth; a lion, poised to plunge his jaws of revelation into the warm flesh of veracity; a panther, suspended on the doorstep of betrayal, the slashed and gouged hyena abject prey to the incisors of integrity; a behemoth, hovering at the graveyard of inevitability, the cruel fangs of rectitude and probity a brutal witch-smeller pursuivant to the calumnious obloquy of injustice; a wolf, slavering at the tombstone of fealty, vengeful vitriolic teeth plunging brutally into the blackened wasted heart of the Little Red Riding Hood of vituperative denigration. He would have to be savage, cunning, astute and shrewd. He'd need to mix the deviousness of Machiavelli with the guile of Sherlock Holmes; the vigour of Samson with the finesse of Ronaldo. He'd need to scale the peaks of intellect, while at the same time abrade the depths of artifice. This would need to be Barney Thomson's finest hour.

'Well, I'm fucked,' he muttered to himself.

He closed his eyes and let his head fall onto his chest in an almost comfortable position; and soon sleep came to take him away to a world which was even darker and colder, a world inhabited solely by killers and their victims.

Derailment

––––––––
The tide was in on the Kyle of Durness, the long stretch of beach covered by a wash of deep, choppy sea. Low cloud, so that the water was dull and cold grey. Mulholland looked over the sea to the dark shapes of the hills beyond from his room in the Cape Wrath Hotel. Another pointless day gone by, his foul mood given way to resignation and acknowledgement of probable defeat. It had always been hoping to chance to come all this way across Sutherland expecting to meet the infamous Barber Surgeon face to face. And so he was thinking of abandoning the search. There was no point in going towards Aberdeen now, since Thomson had obviously headed north. Maybe Shetland or Orkney, but he was not sure and was too dispirited to make a decision. He could decide in the morning when he had a clearer head; his mind was fudged by a bottle and a half of wine.
The door to the bathroom behind opened and Proudfoot emerged. He continued to stare out at the dark, black night. She joined him at the window; stood next to him but did not touch. A mellow evening, away from arguments and endless discussion on the motives and mind of Barney Thomson – deranged criminal mastermind or unfortunate idiot? A three-hour meander through aimless conversation on life and all its iniquitous injustices. Mulholland's marriage; Proudfoot's loves and mores; Rangers, Celtic and the Great Divide that polluted the city; a list of twenty-seven good reasons for not being in the police, as opposed to a list of two for remaining there; plain chocolate versus milk; Stallone versus Schwarzenegger; the Beatles versus the Stones; and, as the wine had taken over, Meryl Streep versus the Wombles; why sugar was a poor alternative to paint; how Scotland could have beaten Holland by three goals in Argentina if Alan Rough hadn't had a perm and if Graeme Souness had broken Johnny Rep's knee-caps with a baseball bat in the first minute; the effectiveness of Mollweide's projection as representative of a globe. Three bottles of Australian Sauvignon blanc; brie in breadcrumbs, chicken in honey and white wine, raspberry crumble with ice cream, a large and varied cheeseboard; coffee.

They watched the sea. Listened to the sound of the waves crashing on the rocky shore a hundred yards away. White spray breaking into the night, disappearing. Could see the cold outside, could feel the warmth of the hotel and the evening. Their shoulders touched. Mulholland was relaxed at last, weighed down finally by his melancholy.

They knew the time was right. No advances needed to be made, no rejections to be risked. Inevitable. They would have each other, and they could consider the consequences the following day. Sex after food; a glorious pleasure.

'So,' she said. Left the word hanging in the air, with the spray and the snow and the few seagulls still haunting the freezing night.

He turned and looked at her. Eyes that danced. Felt it all over his body, but he hesitated. Savouring the moment. How long since he'd had anyone other than Melanie? Couldn't think about her now.

Proudfoot; no make-up, soft lips, a body to be tied up and smothered in something sweet.

'So,' she said again, 'you going to fuck me or what?'

He smiled. Neck stretched a little. Lips hovered.

There was a knock at the door.

They continued to hover, their lips a fraction apart, not wanting to give in to the reality. Could be nothing, but was it ever nothing in a policeman's life? The knock came again; the moment snapped like a brittle bone. He pulled away. There would be other moments. In about ten seconds' time.

'Did you order another bottle of wine?' he asked.

She laughed. 'I was about to ask you the same thing.'

She looked out of the window again as Mulholland went to the door. He opened it, looked at the old woman waiting. Curlers in her hair, an old cardigan pulled tightly round her bountiful chest. They stared at each other.

'Can I help you?' she said.

'What?' said Mulholland. 'What?'

'You'll be needing help,' she said, voice very matter of fact.

'Why? Are you selling condoms?'

The cardigan was pulled a little more tightly around her chest.

'Why, I'll be doing no such thing. Will you be wanting my help or not?'

Mulholland relaxed against the door frame. This may have been a pointless interruption, but at least it wasn't Sheep Dip with some breaking news on which he'd be forced to act.

'Sorry, ma'm,' he said. 'Just what sort of help do you think you can give me?'

'You'll be the young police fellow from Glasgow that everyone's been talking about, will you?' she said.

'That I am.'

'Well, I don't mean to be interrupting you, or anything of the sort. I expect you've got that young lady in there with you. Have you slept with her yet, by the way, because Mrs Donnelly from over the road was just wondering?'

'How was it you could help me again?' said Mulholland. 'Handy tips on the seven erogenous zones?'

'Seven? Help m'boab, there were twice that number in my day. Course, we knew what to do with the cheeks of the arse and a three-week-old kipper back then.'

'Thanks, I really don't want to know.'

'So you won't be wanting my help, then?'

'It depends,' he said. This was stupid. Why was life always stupid when you were about to enjoy yourself? 'Is your help going to be about kippers, or is it going to pertain to the Barney Thomson investigation?'

'Jings to goodness, laddie, you're an awful sarcastic one. It's about this Barney Thomson character, of course. Stayed in my B&B, if you will.'

Here we go, he thought. Passed fleetingly by about four weeks ago, only stopping to have tea and shortbread.

'Did he? And what did he have for breakfast?'

'Breakfast? Why would you be wanting to know that, now? Are you compiling one of those profile thingies that they talk about on the TV? Is a man who has sausage more likely to commit murder than a man who has bacon?'

Mulholland shook his head. This was taking so long Proudfoot would be asleep by the time he got back into the room.

'Look, missus, I don't know who you are, but will you stop talking mince. We're going to do this really quickly and then you can go home to bed, which I'm sure you should have done a long time ago. So, when did Barney Thomson stay with you?'

She gave another yank to the cardigan, ignored it straining against her shoulders.

'About a week and a half ago,' she said.

Mulholland shook his head. Of course it had been a week and a half ago. When else? It was the standard reaction time up here. A week and a half to go to the police; and he wondered if it took them a week and a half to go to the supermarket when they ran out of milk, or a week and a half to go to the toilet when they were desperate.

'And you're sure it was Barney Thomson?'

'Oh, aye, aye, no doubt about it. Mr Strachan, now he thought it wasn't, you know, but I says all along. No question, no question at all. It was him. I mean the wee manny's been on the TV so much. Is it true, by the way, that it was his fault that yon Tommy Boyd shouldered the ball into his own net against Brazil in Paris?'

'Aye, that was definitely his fault; that and the three goals we let in against Morocco. So why didn't you go to the police at the time?'

'Ach, well, you know how it is. Mr Strachan thought he wasn't the laddie, you know, and so I procrastinated, I must admit. I know what you must be thinking, laddie, I know what you're thinking. Procrastination is the thief of time, aye, isn't that the truth? But nevertheless, all that being said and done, here I am now to tell you what it is I've got to tell you.'

Mulholland's shoulder leaned a little more heavily against the door frame.

'Have you a bet with Mr Strachan that you can keep me talking until the middle of next week?'

'Well, if you don't want to know where Barney Thomson was going after he left me, that's your business.'

That certainly made a change, he thought. A forwarding address.

'All right, Mrs Strachan. I presume you're Mrs Strachan. Where was Barney Thomson going after he left you?'

'Well,' she said, but got no further. Her attention was grabbed by the pounding footsteps of a large man thumping along the creaking wooden corridor towards them.

'Chief Inspector!' said Sheep Dip, voice loud, giving no due attention to the lateness of the hour.

'Sergeant Dip,' said Mulholland. 'Just in time.'

'I think you should come downstairs, sir. There's someone you should talk to.'

Mulholland stared at the sergeant, then at Mrs Strachan. Finally, irrevocably, with the damning impact of a fifty-tonne bomb on a brothel, the evening's fun was over. Time to sober up. Time to start taking everything seriously. Time to descend once more into the sodden, miserable, plagued mood which had burdened him for the previous few days.

'Barney Thomson, by any chance, come to give himself up?'

'No, sir, it's a monk.'

Mulholland let out a long sigh. 'Why would it be anyone else?' Then, looking at his watch, he added, 'At half past one in the morning?'

'There's murder, sir. Serious murder. Murder to make the Barney Thomson business look like Hiroshima.'

'I think that came out wrong, Sergeant. Can't the local plods deal with it?'

'In this weather, sir? There's probably not another policeman for fifty mile.'

Mulholland closed his eyes. That was life for you, wasn't it? No matter how bad it was; no matter what troughs of depression and despair it had dragged you through; no matter what fetid sewer it had dumped you into naked; no matter how shitey, miserable, pish, crap, fucking rubbish, shabby, squalid, abject, lamentable and pitiable it got; no matter how much putrid mince it vomited onto your plate; no matter how much manure was heaped onto your bed before you'd even got up in the morning.... it could always get worse.

With his eyes closed, the wine started to take hold. A bottle and a half? Hadn't he used to be able to take about three bottles of the stuff and do everything the way it was meant to be done? Now he felt himself falling down some black tunnel, speed increasing, stomach beginning to churn. Lost himself in it for a while, then suddenly opened his eyes and looked up. No idea how long he'd been away. Sheep Dip stared at him. Proudfoot had appeared at his shoulder. Mary Strachan was gone.

Mulholland stared down the corridor, waved an unsteady hand.

'Where is she?' he said.

Sheep Dip shrugged. 'Said something about how if you had more important matters than Barney Thomson, then she'd be getting to her bed, you know. I told her just to go.'

Mulholland stared at him for a while, then turned and gave Proudfoot a glance. He was drunk. On a bottle and a half of wine. Just how much of an idiot was he? Slowly, elegantly, balletically, he leaned back against the wall, his knees folded, and he slid down onto the floor.

Cold Meat Pie

––––––––
'Doesn't it feel like we're in The Lord of the Rings? Setting out on some great journey into the heart of darkness.'
The wilderness of snow stretched before them. Brother David strode ahead into the clawing cold of early morning, Sheep Dip at his side. Mulholland and Proudfoot minced along a few yards behind. The skies were grey but bright, the wind bitter, the snow fresh. No other sign of life. No deer, no birds, no sheep, no cattle. Every other creature was hidden away from the worst ravages of winter, yet unaware of the long wait for spring which lay ahead. There had been more snow in the night, so that the roads were once again blocked, forcing them to go the whole way on foot.

'See yourself as Aragon, do you? Or one of those wee pasty blokes with hairy feet?'

Mulholland sniffed, could feel the damp to the bones of his feet, every chill blast of wind cutting through him.

'Don't think so. I'm the guy whose wife just left, he's screwed up, wants to give someone a doing, and the last thing he needs is a bunch of prepubescent, psychopathic monks who can't look after themselves.'

'Oh,' said Proudfoot. They walked on. 'I don't remember that character,' she said after a while.

They trudged on through the snow, and on and on into the white of morning. Gradually Mulholland and Proudfoot dropped farther behind. Gradually they lost their bearings, so that they appeared to be in the middle of some great white mass; the hills and troughs become indistinct shapes, the horizon merged with the sky. The two figures up ahead got farther and farther away; Proudfoot put her foot through a thin pocket of snow into a knee-deep stream, then Mulholland did the same, not long after.

Relief – temporary relief – came at lunch-time. They saw the two distant figures ahead come to a halt and begin to clear snow from some rocks. And so the next twenty minutes only took them ten, as the thought alone of warm soup and cups of coffee gave them added energy.

But they were cold, cold like cold beer, when they caught the others. Sheep Dip was sitting on a rock, a plastic sheet spread out beneath him, a sandwich drifting between hand and mouth. Brother David stood a few yards away, ear to the hills, surveying the weather. Perhaps he was expecting a lost tribe of Apache to appear along a hilltop.

Mulholland and Proudfoot struggled soggily up to them, then settled against the rocks. Breathing hard, breaths in unison, the sound of a car exhaust rasping on a cold morning. Proudfoot was thinking of a bath, sinking slowly into the warm water, letting it inch up her skin. Mulholland was thinking of Melanie, presuming she was somewhere warm, presuming she was much happier than he; and so he pictured himself bursting into the bedroom, finding her with another man, lifting the baseball bat he always carried with him in violent fantasies, then crashing it down repeatedly into the head of the cuckolder. Hot blood sailing through the air in strange parabolas. That was the warmth he felt.

'We shouldn't spend too long in this place,' said Brother David, eye to the sky, as if in receipt of some divine guidance. 'The storm is returning. It'll be snowing again before it gets dark.'

'Zippity-fucking-doodah,' said Mulholland. 'We could do with some more snow. I was worried that this lot was going to melt.'

'Oh no,' said Brother David, 'we'll be lucky if these snows melt before the spring. Brother Malcolm says it reminds him of the winter of '38.'

Mulholland accepted a sandwich from Sheep Dip. 'Oh, aye,' he said, 'remind me. What happened in the winter '38?'

David looked at Mulholland in the way he'd always used to look at policemen before he'd been captured by the monastery.

'It snowed a lot,' he said. 'What did you think? That this reminded Malcolm of '38 because Dundee are struggling against relegation?'

Sheep Dip barked out a laugh, then devoured the rest of his fifth sandwich. Feeling pleased with himself for getting the hotel to double the number of packed lunches which Mulholland had ordered for the day.

He saw the chief inspector as the classical Lowlands nihilist, hell-bent on introspection and the denial of substance; so self-involved as to be disappearing up his own backside and, as a consequence, having absolutely no appetite – for food, for fighting crime, or for life. He liked him nevertheless, although he was yet to establish why. Perhaps the man's inner angst appealed to some submerged anguish of his own. Either that or he just felt sorry for him.

'Apparently it was a winter like no other,' said Brother David. 'The ways deep, the weather sharp, the days short, the sun farthest off in solstitio brumali, the very dead of Winter.'

'Enough, already!' said Mulholland. Sounding like a schmuck. David continued regardless.

'Many of the monks were to die that year,' he said.

'Not unlike this year, then,' said Mulholland, and immediately regretted it. Foul mood, and he ought to have been keeping his mouth shut.

'What'd they die of?' asked Proudfoot, trying to extinguish the previous remark. The endless sensitivity of the Glasgow police.

'Cold,' said David. 'Cold and starvation. The monastery was cut off for over six months. The winter went on and on and on. They say,' he said, then looked nervously around him, 'that in order to survive, the monks who were left had to feast upon the flesh of the deceased.'

The wind whipped snow from the top of a rock, so that it looked like sand blowing in the desert. 'I shouldn't really be telling you that,' he added as an afterthought.

'They ate them?' said Mulholland, pausing before he took another bite of his gammon sandwich. He stared at the meat, then let his hand drop away. 'You're making that up, right?'

David took another nervous glance over his shoulder, but this was too good an opportunity to miss. It was not often that they got the chance to talk to people from outwith the monastery walls. And virtually never a woman.

Proudfoot, thought Brother David, would be worth breaking your vows for. So he lowered his voice, and it seemed to mix with the low drone of the wind and the silence of the snow. The others had to stretch forward to hear him.

'It was a terrible winter, indeed. For months and months the blizzard blew, and the monastery had no contact with the outside world. Ten monks set out for help at various times during that long dark night of winter, set out to bring relief to the monastery, but none of them ever returned. When spring finally arrived and the animals and birds returned, the snow melted and the flowers came, they found nine bodies, all within five miles of the monastery walls. Their features had been preserved by the cold, the terror and torture of death still etched on their faces.'

'What about the tenth?' asked Sheep Dip, biting into an apple. He loved this kind of story.

'Oh,' said David, 'that'll have been Brother Dorian. He made it to safety, all right. It was just that he fell into the bad ways in Durness, and by the time he'd sobered up and was able to tell anyone what was going on, it was the middle of summer.'

'Ah.'

'So the rest of the monks were stranded,' said David, continuing the narrative, the unfortunate case of Brother Dorian having been dealt with. 'As the weeks went by they gradually worked their way through the provisions of food and firewood. Too quickly at first, but soon they realised that this was to be a winter like no other; a winter where men would become kings, kings would become gods, and gods would become the frozen umbilical cords of unfettered life-blood...'

'Stop talking rubbish and get on with the story,' said Mulholland. 'I want to know whether or not I can finish this sandwich.'

'It was on Christmas Day, that Day of Days, that grand testament to man's great fortune and the wonders of God, that the first of the monks was to die in the monastery. Thereafter, it is told, they died at regular intervals. By the beginning of March, including those who had gone in search of help, half the complement of the monastery were dead. There was barely enough food for one man to survive there a week, there was no heat, there was nothing. And so those who remained were faced with a difficult choice.'

'Go to that great refrigerator in the sky,' said Sheep Dip, 'or make chops out of their colleagues.'

'Exactly,' said David, with unexpected relish. The furtive glances over his shoulder had given way to eager excitement. 'They were in a quandary, for these were men of God, don't forget. The arguments raged day and night. Men with strength for little else found themselves in calamitous debate into the small hours of the morning. This was more than life or death; this was everything about the nature of existence, the eulogy of actuality against the precipice of faith and, above it all, the great question of flesh as the body of Christ.'

'Of course,' said Proudfoot. 'Communion and all that. The eating Christ's flesh thing.'

'Exactly the argument the Cannibalists used. Debate was furious, and soon internecine war had erupted. The monastery was in chaos. The factions split apart, with the Humanists guarding the bodies of the dead, while the Cannibalists made daring raids in the middle of the night to try and retrieve some frozen flesh. It was a bitter and bloody struggle. Even within the factions themselves there was bitter fighting. A brother was stabbed over an argument about which was the best way to cook the arms. It was awful.'

'Bloody hell,' said Proudfoot. 'What happened?'

David paused, staring into the snow. A shudder tripped through his body at the thought of it. 'I think they decided they were better grilled than boiled,' he said eventually. 'But then, what isn't?' he added, somewhat glibly, given the circumstances.

'Not the arms, you idiot,' snapped Mulholland, who had given up waiting for a conclusion and was chewing his gammon sandwich. David turned and looked wistfully across the barren snowfields, white upon white, stretching for many, many miles.

'No one knows. All things must pass, after all, and eventually the blizzard went. Most of the Humanists were dead, from cold or starvation; most of the Cannibalists survived. It could have been a triumph of will over providence, or it could have been that they tucked into a few of the dear departed brothers. That part of the story was never recorded.'

'I suppose sixty years is a bit too long for any of these characters to still be about?' said Mulholland.

'Oh no,' said David, unthinking. 'There are three. Brother Frederick, Brother Malcolm and Brother Mince.'

'Brother Mince?' said Proudfoot.

'Yes. I believe it's a nickname dating from around that time. No one knows how he came by it.'

'Right, then,' said Mulholland, as the snow began to fall with greater ferocity, the edge of a new blizzard beginning to encroach. 'Even if we can't find your killer, we might just arrest those three.'

David's eyes went big and wide, his cheeks a little paler. The phrase help m'boab forced itself into his head. What had he done?

'Oh dear,' he said. 'Oh dear. I didn't mean that. I mean...'

'Come on,' said Sheep Dip. 'This snow's closing in again. We should be going. Still got a few miles, haven't we?'

Mulholland looked at the rest of his first sandwich. Proudfoot stared at the barely touched cup of tea. The snow cascaded around them and the wind once again began to bite into their skin through their meagre clothing. And the phrase help m'boab also forced its way into their heads.

*** 

The Abbot awaited them, Brother Herman at his side. A bleak day was this in the annals of the abbey. The outside forces of the law come to investigate murder. And now that they were there, there could be little doubt that the story would spread around the country; appear in newspapers, be discussed on talk shows, become part of a promotional campaign on the back of cereal packets. The floodgates would open. The press would arrive, across mountain and glen, and the peace of the monastery would be lost forever.

This day could be the end of the monastery as they knew it. Already dark, already well into evening; perhaps the sun would never shine upon them again. What could save them now but the Will of God? And God's Will had not been in their favour these last few days.

If the snow kept up for long enough, the press would be unable to get near, and maybe they would have become bored with this story by the time the weather had cleared. But that thought made the Abbot think of the winter of '38, which depressed him even more. Perish the thought that the police ever found out about that.

Mulholland, Proudfoot and Sheep Dip were ushered in before them. Warmed by soup, drunk on the heady wine of the relief of journey's end, the safety of indoors and the comparative warmth within those great stone walls.

'Welcome,' said the Abbot, the voice that of the classical man of sorrows. 

Mulholland stepped ahead of the others. 'Chief Inspector Mulholland, Sergeants Proudfoot and MacPherson.'

The Abbot shook his head. 'I never realised you would arrive in such numbers.'

'Numbers?' said Mulholland. 'With what's been happening here, if it hadn't been for the weather, there would have been a hundred of us. As there will be when the snow clears.'

The Abbot shook his head again, staring mournfully at the desk behind which his authority languished.

'Perhaps then we should be thankful for the gift of bad weather. I trust your journey was not too harrowing.'

'Could've walked another twenty miles,' said Mulholland.

'It's absolutely Biblical out there,' said the Dip. And indeed they could hear the storm continuing outside, intensifying with every hour. 'If it hadn't been for Brother David, we'd never have made it.'

If it hadn't been for Brother David, thought Mulholland, we would never have had to come here in the first place.

'A fine man,' said the Abbot, but his voice trailed away. So what if he was a fine man? Could he be that much longer immune to the assassin's knife, or scissors, or comb? Was he not destined to go the same way as the rest of them?

Time for business. Mulholland wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible, but the thought of walking back through the storm he'd just endured filled him with the sort of anticipation he got from visiting Olivier & Sons, dentistry with a smile, for all your cavity needs. He was there until a Land Rover or helicopter could get through.

'There have been three murders?' he asked.

Murder, bloody murder, everywhere he went. He could remember a time when he went nearly four years without investigating a murder. A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away.

'Five,' said the Abbot without raising his head.

'Five?'

'Yes. We found the body of Brother Ash this morning. Head smashed in. And Brother Festus we found in the abbey, impaled through the top of the head with the nose of a gargoyle.'

'God!' said Proudfoot at the back. The Abbot stared at the floor, not even bothering to raise the eyebrow which that exclamation would normally have deserved. God indeed.

'So why didn't you contact us before?'

The Abbot looked up quickly. An awkward question. What could he say to that? The monastery, and everyone in it, was already in enough trouble. How could he say that they'd wanted to treat it as just a little local difficulty?

'The weather,' said Herman from his shoulder. 'It is always worse in this glen than the surrounding area. The murderer has picked his moment, knowing that we wouldn't be able to get out to get help.'

Mulholland could smell the lies. Let it pass for the moment. 'And you've no idea who it is?' he asked.

The Abbot looked to Brother Herman again. Was thinking that perhaps he should let him take over. This was too much for him and, although he had nothing to hide, he was liable to say something incriminating.

'We know exactly who the killer is,' said Herman. 'It is Brother Jacob. The man is the spawn of Satan himself. He was born of the Devil, and he has brought the ways of the Devil and the Devil's deeds among us. This is a house of God and he has turned it into a house of Darkness. He has breathed the fetid breath of evil upon us. Have you ever encountered true evil, Chief Inspector?'

Mulholland shivered, felt the cold, the draught from the insubstantial shutter placed against the storm on the window behind the Abbot. Evil? Did he ever encounter evil in his endless boring days? Probably not. Stupidity and thuggery accounted for most of what he had to deal with; but not evil.

Barney Thomson, maybe, but somehow that was looking less and less likely. Barney Thomson was just a stupid wee Muppet. They had set out on the trail of a serial killer and had come to realise along the way that he was a casual innocent in the world of crime. However, what had he led them to?

'Where is he now?'

'We do not know,' said Herman. 'This man came among us a little more than a week ago. A lost soul, we thought, someone who could come to us and learn the ways of God, and one day be rid of the demons which haunted him. The first murder, that of Brother Saturday, came but five days later.'

'Coincidence?'

'Might have been,' said Herman. Coincidence nothing, he thought. 'But we have reason to link Brother Jacob with at least two of the murder weapons, and once our suspicions had been aroused, the brother disappeared.'

'How do you know he has not been murdered himself?'

Brother Herman hesitated. The eyes narrowed, then clicked back to normal setting. 'He was seen lurking in the shadows by one of the brothers. This is an old building, Chief Inspector. It was built for a much greater complement of monks than we have here now, even before Brother Jacob began his evil task. There are many unused rooms where a man might hide; secret passageways too. And there are few monks here who have the stomach for hounding this man.'

'Prefer to sit and wait to get slaughtered?' said Mulholland.

'We are men of God, Chief Inspector!' said the Abbot sharply, raising his head. 'We are not equipped to go chasing killers.'

Mulholland nodded his acceptance of that. Had his own demons with which to contend; the demons which condemned him to treat everyone else with contempt. These were clearly desperate men, and their problems were far greater than his were ever going to be. Picked off one by one. Although, now that he was here and trapped by the weather, his problems had become the same as theirs. Most assuredly he could not be contemptuous of them. And he felt worry for the safety of Proudfoot; followed by worry that Detective Sergeant Dip might be a better protector of her than he himself.

'What can you tell us about the victims, then? Any connection between them? Any pointer to other potential victims?'

'We thought at first it was something to do with the library,' said Herman. 'The first victim, Brother Saturday, was the librarian; the next, Brother Morgan, his assistant. But the last three, they have had no connection with that seat of learning.'

'What were their jobs?' said Proudfoot. Sheep Dip stood silent, attempting to work some bread from between his teeth.

'Brother Babel was one of the gardeners; Brother Festus worked in the kitchen; Brother Ash...' Herman hesitated. 'Brother Ash was the gatekeeper. No connection at all, and they were not together in any other way within the monastery.'

'How long'd they been here?' asked Proudfoot.

'A long time,' said the Abbot, head dropping again. 'A very long time.'

'How long exactly?' said Mulholland. 'Did they all arrive together? Might there have been something between them before they got here?'

The Abbot shook his head. The eyes were vacant. Here was a man whose faith was being tested to the limit; beyond the limit. The Abbot had always said that you could see, in every man's eye, a little of God's light. And here he sat, disproving the theory. Or being the exception to the rule.

'I cannot believe that, Chief Inspector. It was so long ago.'

'You can never tell.'

'That may be the case, but sadly they are not here for us to ask them. Certainly, I can tell you that they did not all arrive at the same time. They'd all been here for very many years; indeed, over thirty-five in the case of Brother Ash.'

Christ, thought Mulholland. Thirty-five years in this place. This Godforsaken place, then wondered if you could use that word about a monastery. Maybe this one you could.

'A long time,' he said. 'Strange that they'd all been here such a long time.'

'Not really,' said Herman. 'Most of our monks have been with us for a considerable number of years. It has always been a happy place.'

Not in the winter of '38 it wasn't, thought Mulholland, but he could leave that one for later. Didn't know that he would never get around to it, for it would become an irrelevance.

'And how many of you are there exactly?' he asked, mind thumping headlong into a wall of incredulity. What kind of man would come to a place like this? Cold, barren, remote, desolate. And it wasn't as if you escaped life and got away from it, because you still had to spend your time with the rest of the unfortunates. Who knew the reasons that brought a man to a place like this? What secrets they hid, what dark skeletons hung in every cupboard.

'There were thirty-two,' said Herman. 'Twenty-seven remain. That is not counting Brother Jacob, of course. We cannot call him one of us.'

Thirty-two. Bloody hell. Thirty-two. Thirty-two sad men stuck away in the remotest part of Scotland, where even the Dutch tourists didn't go.

'And Brother Jacob?' said Sheep Dip from the back, finally joining in the investigation. 'What can you tell us of him?'

'The man's a total bastard!' said Herman forcefully.

'Brother!'

Herman bristled with ill-concealed hatred and loathing; had suspected Brother Jacob from the first, even before a murder had been committed. Had long said there should be greater screening of the sad cases who requested to join them. At that moment there was nothing. Anyone who came among them was greeted with open arms. They should have introduced a vetting procedure, such was the nature of these troubled times, and now they had been caught out.

'The man was obviously here for some dubious reason. It was quite apparent. He was not a man of God, and there was nothing about him to suggest that he was willing to learn the teachings of Jesus.'

Don't blame him, thought Mulholland, but said instead, 'Had he made any friends in his time here? Anyone who might know where he's hiding, anyone who might know his reasons for murder, if that's what he's done?'

'Oh, there's no question but that this man is a killer, Chief Inspector. And you might want to talk to Brother Steven. It is obvious that there is some connection there, although I concede that it might only be because they shared a room.'

Mulholland nodded. Brother this; Brother that. Insane; the whole thing was insane.

'Have any of you lot ever thought of getting a life?' he asked. Almost. Stopped himself and said, 'Where might we find Brother Steven now?'

'He should be at prayers,' said the Abbot. 'As we all should be.'

'I don't know that prayers are going to do you any good, Brother,' said Mulholland.

The Abbot smiled for the first time. The eyes crinkled, his face looked gentle and old and wonderful; and then the look was gone. 'They brought you to us, Chief Inspector,' he said.

Mulholland laughed and shook his head. Weirdest-fuck gift from God you're ever going to get, he thought. Felt the weight of the responsibility and automatically said, 'Ah, Brother, I think you might be in for a disappointment there.'

'I'm sure you won't let us down.'

Proudfoot caught the eye of Brother Herman, and the look of spite died at that moment. The eyes relaxed, the tension forcibly ebbed from the face; he welcomed the glance of Proudfoot.

'We should get on,' said Mulholland. 'I know you've got a large monastery here, but there are three of us, and Brother Jacob can't have gone very far. Not in this weather. Now, if there's anything else you can tell us about him it would be helpful.'

The Abbot shook his head. 'I'm afraid he appeared a very private man. I had him in here a couple of times, but he gave nothing away about what brought him to this place. He was obviously running from something, but then aren't we all?'

'I wouldn't know,' said Mulholland. Running from something. His brain kicked in at last. He had the same thought that Sheep Dip had had the night before when Brother David had first appeared at the hotel, and that Proudfoot had had twenty minutes earlier. Could it be Barney Thomson? Could he be a killer after all? They'd begun to think he had merely been caught up in his mother's business before. He was no killer himself. A man of comforts, Barney Thomson; even someone on the run wouldn't have come to this place.

'Well,' said the Abbot, 'perhaps Brother Steven will be able to shed a little more illumination on the man for you. We have our problems with Steven as well; nevertheless, he is a man of some insight and erudition. He sees things to which others are blind.'

Mulholland nodded. Turned his head and raised his eyebrows at Proudfoot and Sheep Dip.

'Right,' he said. 'We should get cracking.'

'Brother Herman will show you around,' said the Abbot. 'Oh yes, there is one more thing which might be of interest to you.' He subconsciously felt the back of his neck. Those scissors, that razor; they had been so close to his own cold skin. 'He is the most wonderful barber, Brother Jacob.'

'A barber?'

'Indeed. The man could cut the hair of the Lord.'

The Monk Who Came In From The Cold

––––––––
Somewhere between death and dawn; somewhere between hell and heaven; somewhere between pain and the bittersweet gratification of pleasure; somewhere between the cold, clammy hand of denial and the exuberant exploding can of Guinness that is freedom; somewhere between fourteen years at a drive-in movie theatre showing Ishtar on continuous loop and an eternity of chocolate-enrobed naked women playing blow football with your testicles; somewhere between a glutinous mountain of charred bodies collapsing on your table during breakfast and the exiguous indulgence of four rounds of toast and marmalade; somewhere between bad and good, wrong and right, Yin and Yang, Queen of the South and Juventus; somewhere between them all, between the great effervescence of miasma that colludes with the protozoa of fate, and the munificence of time and space, the very enemies of delirium; somewhere between them all, there lay a man. And that man was Barney Thomson.
And he was freezing.

His teeth chattered, tapping out some strange, almost Caribbean, rhythm. Involuntary shivers racked his body. Goose bumps and upstanding hairs careered across his body like some deranged Mongolian horde sweeping across the Asian plains, doing their best to combat the cold, but to no avail. All the body's natural defence systems were at work and failing miserably. The storm raged outside, and at every conceivable weakness in the structure of the building the cold seemed to creep in.

Barney had spent the day on the move, constantly in search of warmth. But every time he'd become settled or seemed on the point of finding what he was looking for, another monk had come along and he'd been forced, once again, to skulk off into the shadows. He had heard through the walls faint rumours of the winter of '38 and the need to preserve as many provisions as possible. And so the fuel was being saved to heat the bare minimum of rooms and Barney could find nowhere to banish the chill from his bones.

His movement around the monastery, his lurking in the shadows, had told him many things; he had learned some of those dark secrets which all the monks kept so close to their chests. Not the identity of the killer; but he now knew why Brother Sincerity and Brother Goodfellow were so friendly, and why Adolphus spent so much time in the library. He also knew that the police had arrived, and that they were searching for him. He was not sure whether they were searching for Brother Jacob or for Barney Thomson, or whether they had already worked out that they were one and the same. However, he was being forced in from the cold, and all the determined bravado which he'd had about finding the killer and handing him in to the authorities had vanished through a day of unremitting freezing temperatures. He'd realised that it could take him days, perhaps even weeks to establish the killer's identity when he had only a couple of nights before this frozen Hell got the better of him.

So much for Barney Thomson, the Great Detective. He was going to have to be Barney Thomson, the Great Guy Who Gave Himself Up So That He Didn't Freeze His Arse Off.

However, he'd decided to test the water first of all. A tentative toe, before he went leaping into the cold loch of confession. A couple of hours previously, from one of his hideouts above the toilet, he'd shoved a note through a small hole, inviting Sheep Dip to a meeting. Had decided he could more easily trust the Highland police than the ones from Glasgow. He'd learned not to trust Glasgow police officers.

In the note he'd requested that Sheep Dip come alone, threatening that he wouldn't show himself and that many more monks would die if the Dipmeister were accompanied. Not that Barney Thomson was going to kill anyone, and maybe the note had been injudicious should his case ever come to trial, but he was not a man known for his fast or accurate thinking.

And so Barney Thomson sat and froze, still an hour short of the time appointed for his meeting with the police, and he wondered, as his teeth clattered noisily together, what lay ahead.

*** 

They huddled around the fire in the corner of a large dark room. Shadows cavorted randomly behind them, and every so often they felt compelled to stare over their shoulders, expecting to see the ghost in the darkness, the very real ghost that was murdering the monks.

Mulholland and Proudfoot sat beneath great swathes of blanket, grasping warm mugs of tea between trembling fingers. Given a pen and a piece of paper, they could have made lists of some three or four hundred million other places they'd have rather been, and they ran through some of those places as they shivered and shook and their enthusiasm waned and died. From the Maldives to Ibrox Stadium, from the Bahamas to the Maracana.

And all the while Sheep Dip sat slightly detached, well wrapped against the cold, keeping the fire going, an entirely different set of dreams playing in his head. Every now and again he fingered the note in his jacket pocket, the note which had dropped into his lap as he'd sat on the cold toilet. The note from Barney Thomson. He knew he should tell Mulholland, but he'd convinced himself that he was doing the right thing. Didn't want any more of the monks getting murdered. But really it was all because he had seen his chance of glory; his name in lights. The chance to get on the front page of the Press & Journal. Have his pick of all the two-bit women in the seedy underground dope joints in Peterhead and Fraserburgh. A bit of celebrity, and he'd be eating dinner off a different woman's stomach every night for a decade. Add to that the promotion that would inevitably follow the capture of Barney Thomson, a bit of extra cash – maybe some TV work and the odd modelling assignment – and he'd be made. He could pinch a kilo or two of coke from the lock-up in Inverness, and he could dash off to Bermuda and lie on some sun-drenched beach surrounded by hundreds of women, all paying close attention to his naked body.

'Bermuda,' he said, and Mulholland and Proudfoot paused in their conversation and considered that Bermuda would be a good choice. Of course, went the rambling mind of Detective Sergeant MacPherson, the fact that Barney Thomson probably wasn't killing all the monks might be a bit of a problem. But obviously the monks thought he was, and it looked as though Mulholland thought so too, and if that was the case, then he might as well go along with it.

He knew, however, that there was no way that Thomson could have killed anyone; far too much of a big Jessie for that. But there was more celebrity beckoning for his capture than for the capture of a killer of a bunch of monks. Monk Killer Caught! Who would care? Other monks, maybe, but that would be it. Monk Murderer Snared as Dons Lose One-Goal Thriller to Motherwell. That would be about the extent of it. Still, if Thomson wasn't a killer, even better, then, to catch them both. Maybe Thomson intended giving him some information regarding the real killer, in order to get himself out of trouble.

He looked at his watch. Almost time. He threw another couple of small logs onto the fire, then stood up and stretched.

'Just off to the bog for a shite,' he said, pulling his jacket close.

'Thanks, Sergeant. A little more than we needed to know.'

'Well, you know, I'll be a wee whiley, so don't go getting your Glasgow knickers in a twist if I'm not back in thirty seconds.'

'I'll try not to,' said Mulholland, and Sheep Dip made for the door.

'I wouldn't mind Jersey,' he heard Proudfoot say, before he closed the door behind him. 'Snogging Bergerac.'

'You're kidding me?'

*** 

They all had their secrets, these monks. Dark and sombre; black and blue; the Devil's secrets. Brother Ash – the man had never forgiven himself for sleeping with his brother's wife, and now he felt that regret no more. Brother Goodfellow – homosexuality and drugs; he had flirtations with Brother Sincerity to indulge the first of those, and he could never forget the second, so that not a single night went by when he did not feel the needle piercing the skin. Brother Sledge – a complex web of deceit on a salmon farm in the early seventies, leaving a suicide and a broken marriage. Brother Pondlife – a series of broken homes and a lingerie shop laid waste. And Brother Satan – a man with no end of secrets. But of them all, only Brother Herman had come to the monastery truly on the run from the police. A murderer on the loose. That was why he had so confidently recognised it in Brother Jacob, because he could always tell one of his own kind. Someone like him. He could see it in the eyes. But then, he could always tell all their secrets. Give him a few days, and he'd know why any of the brothers had come to them. So obvious, he had thought it, when Brother Jacob had hoved into view, bleeding heart and bloodied hands laid bare for all to see. Or, at least, for him to see. Because he knew what it was like, Brother Herman. Knew what it was like to feel rage and hurt and anger and embarrassment and humiliation. Knew what it was like to determine that you were going to kill someone; to go after them with a knife; to stalk them, hunt them down, corner them; to enjoy their fright, breathe in their terror, swim in the soup of their fear, knew what it was like to plunge the knife in to the hilt, and feel the warm flow of blood on your hands.

It had been a long time for Brother Herman, but he'd never forgotten. And so, he was surprised when he encountered the murderer. Shocked even, although he would have thought himself too hard to feel shock.

It happened in the depths of night, as Brother Herman had known it would. There was an inevitability about it. He had for five days now envisaged this meeting. Played it through his mind, knowing what he was going to say, knowing how he was going to fend off his attacker, extract a confession, and then do whatever else was going to have to be done. And he had no fear. God would be his judge and his protector. And should something go wrong, it would be because God willed it. Although, on this occasion, he would not give God's Will too much of a say in the matter.

The oldest trick in the book. One of them anyway. A pillow beneath the harsh sheets on the bed to make it look as if he slept. For Brother Herman knew his attacker would come, and on this third night of his vigil, it began.

At the slow creak of the door, Herman's head bolted up, although he had not been in the deep throes of sleep. There was a sliver of light from outwith, the dark figure etched against it, then the door was closed, the room was engulfed in darkness again, and the only sound was the soft pad of bare footfalls across the stone floor. A brief hesitation and then the sudden and frantic thrash of the knife into the padded bed. A burst of furious anger, then it was over, and the killer fumbled in the dark for the object of his vengeance. Emitted a low curse when realisation dawned.

Had Brother Herman struck now, had he approached the killer from the back and brought the knife down into his neck, had he struck the mighty blow from behind, unannounced and unexpected, then victory might have been his, and Herman might have lived. But that had never been his intention; deceit was not his way. And especially not now, now that he had seen, in the obscure light of the doorway, who the killer was. There were too many questions to ask. This man could not die, taking his secrets with him.

'Brother?' said Herman, at the same time as he flicked a match and put light to the small candle on the table beside him.

The killer turned. 'Herman,' he said. 'You were expecting me?'

Herman stood, so that the two tall men faced each other in the dancing gloom. 'Not you, I must confess, but someone.'

The killer took a step towards him and stopped. He still held the knife in his hands, a light and comfortable grip. Herman kept his weapon concealed within his cloak.

'Why, Brother?' said Herman. 'Before we finish this, you must tell me why.'

The killer stared through the dark, their eyes engaged.

'Two Tree Hill,' he said eventually.

Herman stared quizzically back. Two Tree Hill? He knew of the place, not many miles from the abbey. There had been a time when the monks had frequented it, but those days were long since gone.

'What do you mean?' asked Herman. 'It is years since we've been there. Not since...' And his voice trailed away at the bitter memory which belonged to Two Tree Hill. 'But that was long before you came to us, Brother,' he said.

'My father was there,' said the killer, and the voice was dead.

'Your father? But how could that be?' Herman was on the back foot. He hated being on the back foot, but he was too confused, too intrigued to do anything about it.

The killer hesitated. What did these idiots know? Why was he even bothering to waste time explaining himself? He wasn't some two-bit villain in a Bond movie who wanted everyone to know his motives. He just wanted these men to pay for their crimes and, if there was a Hell, to have eternity to feel their remorse.

'Brother Cafferty,' said the killer. 'My father was Brother Cafferty.'

Herman gasped. Cafferty! There was a name he had not heard in many years, and his mind quickly fizzed through the events of that fateful day on Two Tree Hill. Cafferty had been at the centre of it all. In a way, Cafferty had been the casualty, but surely it had been nothing.

'You're joking?' he said, aghast.

The killer took another step forward, the knife nestling snugly in his clenched fist.

'You're taking revenge?' said Herman. 'You're taking the lives of all these fine men of God because of what happened that day? Why, it's absurd!'

'Are you forgetting my father was kicked out of the abbey?' said the killer, the voice spitting venom; years of hate boiled over, like some strangely overfilled pan of rice. 'He was never the same man again, to which my very existence testifies.'

Herman stood amazed. His mouth opened, his eyes widened, and, in the dim light of the candle, the killer could see the saliva glinting on the tip of his tongue, behind which the inside of his mouth became a black hole.

'But Two Tree Hill?' said Herman. 'It was nothing! Brother Cafferty could have gone to another abbey. We would have said nothing. That meagre stain would never have followed him.'

'He didn't want to go to another abbey, though, did he? You ruined him. Meagre stain, indeed, you bastard! You tarnished him for life. You painted him with the brush of odium, dipped in a paint pot of ignominy and humiliation. He turned to drink and drugs and gambling. The man I grew to know as my father was a broken man. He'd been decent and honest once, until you killed him. You,' he said, dragging it out again, 'killed him.'

Herman's mouth closed; the hardness returned. This was, by some way, the most ridiculous thing he'd ever heard. Even more ridiculous than Brother Adolphus's explanation on why he'd had a lingerie catalogue under his bed. It would be laughable, if it weren't so serious.

'This is absurd, Brother,' he said, and this time it was he who took a step forward, the knife clutched firmly in his right hand, hidden by the dark and the great swathes of cloak. 'You cannot possibly be committing these murders because of what happened at Two Tree Hill. That really would be the most stupid thing I've ever heard in my entire life.'

The killer was offended; furrowed brow and narrowed eyes. 'What do you mean?' he said.

'This,' said Herman, and his left hand gestured through the air, indicating all the murders that had gone before. 'Who in their right mind would commit these atrocities over this? It would be the most futile gesture which could possibly be conceived of. Two Tree Hill was nothing. It was an inconsequential event, on an inconsequential day. Good heavens, it must be almost thirty years ago now.'

'Twenty-seven,' said the killer. 'Twenty-seven.'

'Hah!' barked Herman. Had decided to provoke his man into anger and then take him when he was consumed by wrath, his effectiveness duly diminished.

'You sad little cretin, Brother,' snapped Herman. 'You think that anyone still remembers that day? You think anyone cares? What use is revenge, Brother, when no one knows why you're doing it? What use is revenge, when the reason is so mediocre as to be completely insignificant?'

'Mediocre? Is that what you're saying?'

'Aye, Brother,' said Herman, 'it is.'

'Mediocrity be damned!' said the killer, the voice beginning to strain, a quality of pleading to it.

'All this, and it's for nothing! You pathetic little man!'

One last taunt. It happened, and Brother Herman was proved wrong. The killer's effectiveness had not been diminished by wrath. He was a younger man, he was stronger, he was faster; and while he was being all these things, Herman's knife became entangled in the luxurious and sweeping fabric of his cloak.

The knife pierced mightily the throat of Brother Herman, and he staggered back, his fingers clutching at the warm explosion of blood. He fell heavily against the wall, the eyes stared wildly at his murderer, and then, as he began the slow slide to the floor, his hand finally escaped the prison of his cloak, only for the knife to drop uselessly to the ground.

Herman sat on the floor, eyes staring up at the man who two minutes before he'd thought he could easily take in a fight. On the back foot, that'd been the problem. And deserted by God. And also this: you just never know when you're getting old. That was his one last thought.

Their eyes met in one final wrestling match which somehow Herman managed to win. His mouth opened as the killer's eyes dropped, and Herman uttered his final words on God's earth.

'He lied to you, son. Your father must have lied.'

*** 

He could still feel the blood pumping through the veins. A mad, liquid rush – he could feel the pain of it squeezing through confined spaces. Heart racing, chest thumping, head aching, mouth dry, hair standing on end, frantic points of pain jagging his body – the biggest rush he had had yet from murder. Brother Herman. One of the ringleader bastards who had condemned his father to a life of ruin. Brother Herman, the biggest bastard in this place of bastards. Had deserved everything he'd received. The other monks would probably throw a feet-up party when they heard he was dead.

On a high of murderous delirium, the killer almost stumbled into Barney Thomson. Would have done so, had not Barney heard his irregular footfalls coming towards him and hidden behind a pillar at the last minute.

However, the killer sensed something as he came into the small hall, the interconnection of four corridors. The place where Barney Thomson had chosen to make a rendezvous with Detective Sergeant Dip. A curious place for a secret assignation, but Barney Thomson was no conspirator.

The monk stopped, slowed down; he fingered the knife, now thrust into the folds of his cloak, but still warm with blood. Blood that he could taste; and he could smell the presence of another human being. His nose twitched. Someone was watching him, he could feel it; someone lurking in the shadows. He hadn't been followed, he was quite sure of that, so whoever it was would not know the sad fate of Brother Herman.

'Hello?' he said to the empty chamber. 'Who's there?'

No reply, and he began slowly to circle the room. Almost completely dark, but for the bare light of a smouldering fire, itself only minutes away from death.

Barney Thomson hid behind a pillar and waited. He watched the man before him, on the cusp of showing himself. Some of the monks he could trust; some of them he couldn't. Already had the two lists drawn up in his mind. This man was on the A-list. This man he thought would not betray him. Yet something stayed his hand as, all the while, his heart ba-boomed inside his chest, the sweat beaded on his face and he forced his teeth together to stop them chattering. He'd had too much of this in the past year, and this wouldn't be the last time, he thought. Or, then again, it might.

'Hello?' said the killer, and his eyes swept past the pillar behind which Barney hid. Barney sucked his stomach in. The predator kept circling, and all the while Barney grew more uneasy. There was something in the way he moved; and the monk was quickly removed from the A-list. Could this be the killer, he wondered. Who else, apart from himself, would be wandering the corridors at this hour? This was not a part of the monastery where any of the monks needed to go at night; that was why he'd chosen it.

The monk circled; Barney twitched.

'Hello?'

'Hello,' came the reply.

Barney twitched so hard his head banged silently off the stone pillar. He managed to keep his mouth shut as his hand went to the instant bump. He risked a glance round the corner of the pillar. The police. Of course.

The killer stared through the gloom, himself surprised. Sheep Dip had appeared as if from the shadows, and instantly the killer assumed that here was the man who had been watching him for the previous few minutes.

'Good evening,' he said, cool regained, fingers once again clutching the sticky hilt of the knife.

'You're not Barney Thomson,' said Sheep Dip, and was immediately annoyed at himself for mentioning the name.

'Barney Thomson?' said the monk. 'Never heard of him. Not one of the brothers,' he added warily.

'No,' said Sheep Dip. Had to move the conversation on. 'Late to be abroad, is it not, Brother?'

The monk shrugged. 'I couldn't sleep, Sergeant. Too many things going on.'

His mind was racing. Going through all the options. His hand clutched the knife, and that remained his favourite option of all; especially since his blood still fizzed with the rush of the last murder. There were pros and cons to be considered, however. This man before him was no Brother Herman, stupid and slow. This was a sensible policeman, a big man who would be faster than he looked.

'And do you think it's wise to be walking corridors when there's some lunatic on the loose?'

The monk's eyes narrowed. Barney Thomson? Brother Jacob. It made sense. He must be some criminal who was on the run, and who they had tracked to the monastery. They thought that Barney Thomson was the monastery killer, and he only just managed to keep the smile from his face.

'I have God to protect me,' said the monk. They couldn't be that stupid, could they, he thought. The only thing Brother Jacob could kill was conversation.

'God hasn't made a very good job of protecting your brothers,' said Sheep Dip, staring through the gloom at the monk. Something was missing and he didn't realise it. His instinct was gone; he stood before a killer covered in blood, and he didn't see it. Sheep Dip had always had instinct. Now it had been repressed by this house of God.

'This Barney Thomson,' said the monk. 'You think that he's the one who's been doing these terrible things?'

'Barney Thomson? Naw, not him. He's just a feckless idiot. I doubt the man could tie his own shoelaces. Folk like Barney Thomson are what God had left over when he'd finished making snot.'

Barney Thomson bristled; and in any other situation he would seriously have thought about almost doing something.

'So whom do you suspect, then, Sergeant?' said the monk.

The tone of voice, and instantly it hit Sheep Dip. The killer stood before him. Sure as eggs were eggs and the day would die, this was the man they were looking for. What was wrong with his radar that it had taken him two minutes to realise?

The monk saw it in his face. The dawning recognition. Sheep Dip was too surprised to hide it; and instantly the knife in the killer's hand had been freed and he was lunging towards Sheep Dip.

Sheep Dip dived to the side, stumbling. Brain in confused overload. Fumbling for the gun tucked in his back. Kicking himself. He avoided the first lunge and regained his footing. Hand on the butt of the gun, he swept it forward. The killer knew what was coming, knew he had to make one last effort before the gun was upon him.

His knife swept wildly through the air; the blade, dulled by blood, black-red in the emaciated light of the wretched fire; the killer-monk gasping with effort, his head exploding with the outrageous pleasure of the fight.

The Dip

––––––––
'I know guys are weird, 'n all, but surely it doesn't take half an hour to go to the toilet?'
The listing of dream alternatives had long since expired – too painful to think about – and they had been sitting in silence. Mulholland stared into the fire, which had gradually burned lower. Contemplating the thought that he would have to add more fuel, coming along with the realisation that Sheep Dip had been gone a long time; realisation which he had been doing his best to ignore.

'It takes all kinds of lengths of times,' he said. 'Surely you've read that in a Blitz! article? Why Men Take Ages To Shit. Or Tell the Length of a Man's Cock from How Long He Spends on the Toilet. Or Men and Shit - The Savage Truth.'

'Very funny. You don't think something might have happened to him?'

'Sheep Dip? The Sheepmeister? Mr Dippidy Fucking Idiot-Face? I doubt it,' Mulholland said, while he presumed that Sheep Dip already lay dead, throat slashed, blood everywhere. Felt guilty about being so callous. 'The amount that guy eats, it might well take him half an hour.'

'We should go and look for him,' Proudfoot said, ignoring the ill-humour which she had quite become used to.

'How do you mean that, exactly?'

'How do you think I mean it? We should go and look for him. Something might have happened.'

'Look, it's freezing out there, down those corridors. It's warm in here. He's probably just gone in search of some more food, and if he hasn't, and he's already dead, it's not as if we're going to be able to do anything for him now, is it? Are you a doctor?'

'Chief Inspector?'

Mulholland rubbed his hand across his face. Looked with yearning once more into the fire.

'God, all right, then. But if we find him sitting on the bog reading a porn mag, I'm going to be pissed off.'

*** 

Mulholland appeared from the toilet, clutching a candle in his right hand, the jumping shadows mixing with those from the candle of Proudfoot. Proudfoot shivered.

'Well?' she said.

'Now I know how George Michael feels,' he said. 'Anyway, the cupboard is empty. Not a bare arse to be seen, Sheep Dip's or otherwise.'

'So what do you think, then?'

'I think he was lying when he said he was going to the toilet. I think he had other things to do. Some lead he wanted to follow up and not tell us about; some other business with one of the inmates; who knows?'

'So, do we look for him?'

Mulholland stared through the gloom. Proudfoot was an attractive woman; in this light she was glorious. Delicious, sexy, seductive; all of those things. His ill-humour, his impatience, his rampant apathy, combined to make him want her even more. Right now, in a cold, dark, damp corridor, in a freezing monastery, with a killer on the loose, in the middle of nowhere.

'No,' he said. No matter what he was feeling, he couldn't mask ill-humour this ill.

'We've got to look for him. It doesn't matter what his motives were. If he'd intended to be long about it, he would have given some other excuse. Something must have happened to him.'

'I don't care, Erin,' snapped Mulholland, and he almost spat the name out, and the use of it sent a shiver down her spine, making her take a step back. 'If he wants to be such a bloody fool as to go mincing around the bloody Monastery of Death in the middle of the night, on his own, well, sod him. He deserves to die.'

Mulholland, candle blazing its way in front, began to move off down the corridor. Proudfoot stood her ground. 'Don't be such a selfish arsehole.'

He stopped. His shoulders were hunched against the cold. The candle dully illuminated holes and nooks in the walls where spiders lived and where small insects went to die. And the thrown shadows moved with him as he slowly turned around.

'What did you just say, Sergeant?' he said. Voice on the edge, but she had had enough of it, and was not cowed.

'You're not the only one stuck in this bloody awful place, you know. You're not the first person who's split up with his wife, you're not the first person who hates his job, you're not the first person to spend a freezing night in a place they could not want to be in less. Get a fucking grip of yourself. And cut the Sergeant crap 'n all, because I'm not letting you get away with this. There's a fellow officer somewhere in this building and he very likely needs our help. Now, come on!'

Proudfoot marched off in the opposite direction, further into the bowels of the monastery. Towards the chamber where Sheep Dip lay prostrate on the floor; cold stone, briefly warmed by policeman's blood.

Mulholland breathed deeply. Maybe she was right, but the thought didn't even begin to formulate itself. Nevertheless, with the chill bitter and clutching his coat close around him, he began to walk after her, several paces behind and making no effort to catch up.

'If we get back to the room and that big bastard is sitting there, you're dead, Sergeant,' he muttered to the darkness between them. And if she heard him, she did not let on.

*** 

Barney Thomson shook. He had moved on from shivering, and now his whole body vibrated wildly with cold and fear. He had seen so much death, more than in a gaggle of Bond movies, and yet this was worse than all of it.

He had seen the killer at work, from no more than five yards away. He had seen him strike repeatedly with a knife, carried away in a crazed frenzy of diabolical delight. He had seen him drink from the cup of evil, and eat the meat from the calf of villainy. This was a man who enjoyed his work, who'd been carried away with a brutal felicity. And this was a man whom he knew, whose hair he had cut, whose skin he had pressed his scissors against.

If only he had let those scissors penetrate that skin.

What now? Barney thought as he shook. The killer-monk had fled the scene, leaving Barney alone with the corpse of Detective Sergeant Sheep MacPherson. Stabbed at least nine or ten times, when once would have sufficed. Blood had sprayed around, although invisible in the non-light. Barney had fled, footfalls silent in the dark, in the opposite direction.

All the way back to his hiding place, however, he'd imagined he was being followed; every time he stopped he thought he could hear the sound of movement behind him. A breath, a softly laden shoe, a cloak brushing against a wall; a laugh. So that now, as he sat in the attic with who knew what creatures for company, he was frightened for the first time since he'd come to this place. For the first time in many, many years.

And he sat against a cold wall, and not a single coherent thought came his way. He could turn himself in in the morning – should he survive until then – and at the same time tell the police who the real killer was. But who was going to believe him? Now that the sergeant lay dead, with a note on his person, inviting him to a meeting with Barney – and threatening death to others if he came accompanied?

Only when he was two corridors closer to the sanctuary of the loft had Barney thought to return and check Sheep Dip's clothes for the note, but nothing on earth could have made him turn around and head back towards the scene of death and towards the demons which trailed his every move.

And now he sat and shook, wondering if he should hand himself over to the police. But the storm continued to rage outside, so he still would not get out of this place. He would be kept prisoner in some small room, and then he would be sitting prey for the killer. Or would the police and the monks just take revenge upon him immediately – a kangaroo court – on the assumption that he was the guilty man?

Barney shook, and went on shaking.

*** 

They found Sheep Dip's body nearly an hour later. An hour's search, interrupted by a brief return to their room to make sure Sheep Dip wasn't sitting eating chocolate fudge bars, drinking beer and reading the February edition of Blitz!

Down endless corridors, the storm always evident outside, no matter how deep within the bowels of the monastery they went. When it happened, they became aware that something was wrong before they saw it. As they neared the chamber, Mulholland now in front – irascibility having given way to unease – they slowed down and stared more intently into the gloom. They were about to encounter death; they could feel it. Goose bumps goose-stepped across their bodies, from one to the other.

'You still back there?' asked Mulholland, needing to hear noise shatter this awful silence.

'I was going to stop for coffee, but changed my mind,' answered Proudfoot. 'Couldn't decide between an Americano and a latte.'

'We can get it later. That and some...'

The joke drifted off into silence as he got his first sight of the body; his slow pace became even slower. Proudfoot emitted an audible gasp as she saw the corpse. Big, ugly, crumpled and, as they got nearer, the bloody swirl around it.

Detective Sergeant Gordon MacPherson. Sheep Dip. The Dip. The Dipmeister. Diporama. The Big Dipper. The Dipsmeller Pursuivant. General Dipenhower. The Dipster.

Dead.

'Shit,' said Mulholland, as they came alongside the body and stood over it. Proudfoot's hand reached up to her mouth; she swallowed. Mulholland bent down and touched the blood on the floor, then on Sheep Dip's mutilated body.

'Cold,' he said. 'Mind you, of course it's cold in this place, so I can't say how long he's been dead. Could be ten minutes, could be an hour.'

He stood up and they stared at one another, the shadows jumping a little more vigourously from Proudfoot's trembling hand. Mulholland forgot his anger of an hour earlier; Proudfoot forgot that she'd been intending to be angry with him if something had happened to Sheep Dip.

'Stabbed?' she asked.

'Aye. Quite a few times, by the looks of things.'

'Barney Thomson?'

Mulholland shook his head and looked off into the shadows. It was strange that they should stand over this mutilated body and not fear for their lives; not fear that the killer might still lurk near by. A sixth sense of some sort; a knowledge that this was not their time.

'It just doesn't seem right. This is a guy who's been swanning around the Highlands cutting hair on the cheap. We didn't hear one bad thing about him. And the only bad stuff they had to say back home was that he was boring. Doesn't make him a raving nutter.'

'You want to search him?' said Proudfoot, and Mulholland looked down at the bloody mess.

'Aye, I should. We'll have to tell the Abbot, but no doubt the minute they find out about this they'll want to whisk the body off to be with God, or something like that.'

'He's not one of them. We can stop them.'

Mulholland bent down and started to wade through the cold blood. 'We can try, Sergeant. But we're stuck here for God knows how long. There's no back-up; there's thirty-odd of them and two of us. They can do pretty much what they like at the moment.'

Proudfoot turned away and looked around the small chamber where Sheep Dip had drawn his final breath. Her skin crawled again as shadows tripped in some terpsichorean nightmare; and she saw things in corners and movement in holes in the wall; and maybe, after all, she was afraid. Maybe Death was closer than their instincts would allow her to believe.

Mulholland came up with pieces of paper from the pockets of Sheep Dip's shredded clothes, and carefully he dried them of blood and held them to the light of the candle.

A list of women's phone numbers – mostly strippers from Thurso, although Mulholland was not to know that; a Visa bill for £161.89 from a lingerie shop in Inverness; a recipe for bread-and-butter pudding; a notebook with general notes about the case, which Mulholland slipped into his pocket; a photograph of a sheep, with the words Mabeline, Spring '96 written on the back; an itemised bill for £21.62 from a grocer in Huntly. All that, and one more thing: a note from Barney Thomson offering to meet Sheep Dip in the chamber in which he now lay dead. Come at midnight, and come alone, or others will die.

Mulholland stood, still studying it; letting the other pieces of paper fall to the floor. He held his candle close and let Proudfoot read the note.

They both breathed deeply, then stared around the dark chamber which surrounded them. Felt the chill; not just the chill of night.

'Right,' said Mulholland eventually. 'From now on you and I stick together. Not even one second, Sergeant, all right?'

Proudfoot let a silent nod drop into the night.

'We should go and find the Abbot. And Herman 'n all, he's just about the only guy around here who knows what's going on.'

Mulholland placed Barney Thomson's note in his pocket and then, leading the way, picked a corridor and, having no idea if it was in the right direction, set off in search of the Abbot's bedchamber. And as they left Sheep Dip's mutilated body, they didn't notice that his gun was missing, because they'd never known that he'd had one in the first place.

A Hard Snow Falls

––––––––
They arrived in twos and threes, but none of them on their own. The rumours had spread through the monastery like an infectious disease; a syphilis of the mind. There had been more murders in the night, of that all these monks were certain; and anyone who wasn't at breakfast was assumed to have been a victim. They each had their theories; on who might be dead, who might be next, and who might be carrying out these crimes against God.
Brother Mince missed breakfast on the back of a thumping headache, and there were those who assumed the worst. Brother Malcolm was also missing and again presumptions were made – but only by those who had forgotten that Malcolm always missed breakfast. Strangely, however, despite the absence of Herman, no one thought the worst of that. No one imagined for a minute that something could have happened to Herman. He was a bastard, maybe, but also the rock on which the integrity and strength of the monastery had been maintained. Nothing could have happened to Herman because, if it had, then what did that say of the chances for the rest of them?

And so they gathered in the dining room, two fires blazing to keep the cold at bay. What would once have been a gathering of thirty-two, now reduced to twenty-six. Muted conversations, muted humour; they assumed they were to be addressed by Herman or the Abbot. A few eyebrows raised when Herman was not at the Abbot's side, but still they did not suspect. Assumed that Herman was off doing that Sherlock Holmes/Spanish Inquisition amalgam at which he'd become so proficient.

There was an exhaled breath of surprise when the legendary Brother Mince arrived, as the rumour of his demise had already quickly spread; and a few heads nodded in self-reproach at the arrival of Brother Malcolm.

They were all present and seated on benches at the required time, with the Abbot and two of the three police officers standing at the head of the room. It was not the Abbot who spoke, however; he simply passed the authority for the abbey and this situation to Mulholland with a slight nod of the head, then joined the other monks on the benches.

A low murmur. Had the Abbot relinquished control?

Mulholland surveyed the worried faces. What was it they expected him to say? He swallowed, he lowered his eyes, he shut out the sound of the wind and the storm; the blizzard as furious as it had been for days.

'Gentlemen, there's a lot to be covered, and the Abbot thought it best that I speak to you.'

A few eyes narrowed, and he knew they would be wondering if he'd given the Abbot a choice. Everywhere was the same; the basis of any organisation could be religion, it could be sport, it could be drinking, gambling, sex or backgammon, but when it came down to it, it was all about politics and people looking after themselves and trying to dictate to others.

'As some of you might have heard, there have been another two murders in the night.' Silence. Two? And a few eyes were thrown shiftily around the room. 'I'm afraid that one of the victims was Brother Herman.' Silence again, stunned this time, for a few seconds, and then the differing reactions around the room. Tears from Brother Sincerity. Mulholland gave them a while, knowing that the next reported victim would not elicit the same reaction. 'And the other was one of my men, Sergeant MacPherson.'

'The Dipmeister!' came an anguished cry from the back.

Mulholland nodded. 'Aye, I'm afraid so. Both killed by the same knife as far as we can tell.'

He let the news settle in, unaware that many of the monks were even more affected by the news of Sheep Dip's death. For if even the police weren't safe...

'Gentlemen, Sergeant Proudfoot and I are obviously up from Glasgow, but we didn't set out up here to investigate these crimes. We knew nothing of them until Saturday evening. We were in Durness on the trail of a man who is wanted in Glasgow in connection with several deaths last winter and spring. We now have little doubt that by some bizarre coincidence...' No such thing as coincidence in police work, thought Proudfoot; no such thing as coincidence in religion, thought the Abbot; I wonder if I can get Herman's thirteenth-century Italian lithograph collection, thought Adolphus. '...the man we sought was hiding here at this abbey under the name of Brother Jacob.'

Definite gasps this time, coupled with a few cries of 'I knew yon bastard was a serial killer.'

'His name is Barney Thomson and, although we had our doubts that he was the monastery killer even when we discovered he was here, it now looks as though there is little doubt that he is the man we seek. As far as we know there have been no sightings of him in the last thirty-six hours, but clearly he is still at large somewhere within the monastery.' Brother Steven stared at the floor and wondered whether or not to keep his own counsel. 'With the weather the way it is, he's not going to be going anywhere. Therefore, we all need to be extremely vigilant. Already six of your number and one of ours have died, and we have to do everything in our power to make sure those numbers do not rise.'

He paused and looked around the small pond of worried faces. Poor bastards, he thought, then the thought was gone. If they were going to be so stupid as to live in a place like this, shit was going to happen. But then, the shit that was happening here was a product of the outside world.

'So, from now on, gentlemen, we go everywhere in twos. You pair off before you leave this room and, after that, you never let your partner out of your sight until this weather clears and we get some relief. And I don't care if there are some things which you'd prefer to do in private. You don't let your partner out of your sight until we have been evacuated from this place and the threat of Barney Thomson has been removed.'

He looked around the room again, from face to face. Trying to convince them. Not even sure that twos would be enough. Maybe they would have to stick together in twenty-sixes.

'Hey, it's that whole murder thing,' said Brother Steven from within the midst of the monks. 'The Cat and the Canary, And Then There Were None, all that jazz. Picked off one by one. Kinda freaky, but exciting in a strange way. But you know, about all this stick-together stuff. What are we supposed to do once darkness comes and sleep takes us, Chief Inspector? Methought I heard a voice cry, "Sleep no more! Macbeth does murder sleep," the innocent sleep, sleep that knits up the ravelled sleeve of care, the death of each day's life, sore labour's bath, blame of hurt minds, great nature's second course.'

'Aye, what he said,' said Brother Edward, nodding vigorously.

Mulholland took a deep breath. Fixed Brother Steven with his best shut up and stop talking pish look. 'Very good, Brother, keep talking like that and you might bore the guy out of hiding.'

Steven smiled ruefully, then retreated behind the cloak.

'I reiterate,' said Mulholland, wondering if anyone in the Highlands had words of their own, 'we do nothing alone. Not pray, not eat, not shit, not change clothes, not jerk off, if that's what you lot do to relieve tension. None of that stuff alone. Limpets, gentlemen, be limpets to each other. And if we can cut down the number of rooms we visit and places we go in the monastery, we do it. Those of you who sleep in rooms at the other end from this hall, when we're done, go and get your things and move them to a room within the vicinity. We don't stray, gentlemen, and it's very important that you all obey this rule. Furthermore, if any of you have had any contact with Barney Thomson or Brother Jacob or whatever you want to call him, then please come forward. No matter how trivial, no matter any of it, if you've got something to say, please say it. Co-operation is the only way we're going to protect ourselves and hopefully catch the bloke in a place like this.'

He stopped and looked around the room once more. He wondered how many more of them would die before the blizzard relented. Did not doubt that he would survive himself, however. A life this miserable was bound to continue for a long time.

'That's it. You can go now, but not too far. I don't want to order everyone to spend most of the day in here, but that might be for the best. So, can I suggest that if there's something you want, go and get it now and then spend the rest of the day in this room. Now, are there any questions?'

'Why is he doing it?' edged a voice from the front. Brother Martin. A man who had had words with Brother Jacob, but had not seen him in two days.

'To be honest, we don't know,' said Mulholland. 'And frankly, I don't think it matters. There doesn't appear to be any pattern to his victims, and so we can only surmise that he's after everyone. No one is safe. No one can afford to be complacent. I know that's not an answer, but until we've made further investigations, that's all there is. We'll be speaking to all of you during the day, just in case there's something that one of you might know which you don't realise is relevant. Anything else?'

They all had questions, but none of them asked. Maybe it was God whom they should be asking questions of at this time. It was He who appeared to have deserted them all.

Mulholland removed himself from the firing line and sat at a lone table, where he was joined by Proudfoot. Slowly a murmur grew among the thrall, and quickly rose to its low zenith; and so the monks began the jealous practice of pairing themselves off and deciding how best to spend their time until the blizzard cleared or Barney Thomson was caught. And many of them searched their souls and wondered if they would ever be able to sleep safe there again, even if the monster was caught; and whether they would ever be able to trust in God again, and whether this would be the end of the abbey as they knew it.

And in the midst of them all, one man knew all the answers. He had made many decisions in the night; he knew that none would walk free from this place, and that this house of God would be left as a graveyard of Hell. A necropolis to his revenge; a mausoleum to the injustices of the self-righteous against the honour of a simple man; a cemetery to all that was bad in this House of God and the perfidious nature of this band of Judas men.

Frankenstein

––––––––
Mulholland and Proudfoot stood at a first-floor window and looked out across the glen, as far as they could see. About twenty yards. The snow had temporarily given in to the day, but the air was still thick with low cloud and the promise of more. The landscape was white, the shapes of  trees evident but hazy, and the sky merged with the ground with nothing defined against anything else. The wind screamed past the walls of the abbey, but in the direction they were facing, so that all that came in through the open shutters was the cold of day.
'Maybe one of us should have made a break for it this morning,' said Proudfoot. 'Taken Brother David and tried to get to Durness.'

Mulholland considered the wind and the snow, the landscape before them. Not a chance. He had already given it much thought, but they had barely made it to the abbey in the first place; even Sheep Dip, for all the Northern hard-man stuff, had been suffering at the end. There had now been a much heavier snowfall, the winds were heavier, the blizzard more violent, and if this temporary respite was to become more than that, how were they to know?

'No point. And what if one of us had made it to Durness? It's hard to imagine that the roads west or south are open.'

'We could have come back from Durness with some of the townsfolk.'

'What, you mean like in a Frankenstein movie? An angry horde of villagers charging towards the castle, torches in hand?'

'Something like that.'

'The torches would have blown out in this weather,' he said and Proudfoot smiled.

The sound of the wind died for a second and they saw their first movement for ten minutes as a snowflake danced down past them. The herald of much to come; and though they didn't know it, and although it made little difference, the snowstorm which now beckoned was worse than the one which had moved on across Sutherland to Caithness.

'It's beautiful,' said Proudfoot, into the hush. 'I've seen pictures of snow like this, but not in real life. It's wonderful. If you take away the seven murders and the serial killer, this could almost be romantic.'

'Seen pictures? So you read something other than Blitz!, then? National Geographic or a Thomson's Winter Sun catalogue?'

Proudfoot laughed. 'Right the first time, actually. How To Stop Your Man's Cock Shrinking in the Snow, I think the article was called.'

'Right. I think I read that one. Load of mince. There were much better snow scenes in Why Gretchen Schumacher Loves To Do It With Strudel In A Ski Lift.'

Proudfoot laughed again. For a moment she could forget where she was and what was happening. This was indeed romantic, looking at this obscured landscape, the latest object of her affections beside her and in a good humour for the first time since they'd got drunk in Durness.

'I preferred the one where she was demonstrating how to achieve fifty orgasms a second with a choc-ice on your nipples in Lake Tahoe in January.'

'You see, I don't know if you're joking now.'

'Well, I am, but so are they. They're just taking the piss.'

'Oh.'

Leaning on the window, out into the cold, their arms touched; although neither of them gave in to it or leaned closer to the other.

They had had a long day of pointless questioning. Wherever Barney Thomson was hiding within the old building, he was doing it well. Not one of the twenty-six had had anything to say that could have helped them. Plenty of them had suggestions about places he could have been, but there were so many of them that they were hardly worth knowing about. Another idea – to launch a search party, to spread out through the monastery in groups of four until they'd flushed him out – had been rejected by Mulholland. These were not twenty-six policemen he had, they were twenty-six frightened monks, and for all that he had thought Barney Thomson weak and insipid, the way he'd been going through the angelic horde, Mulholland would have put his money on Thomson against four of the monks any day.

The two of them had had a look around the monastery, but it was so large, the halls and corridors so labyrinthine, that there was hardly a chance of stumbling across him. It needed more than the two of them, but a search party was not an option. Sending a messenger out into the cold was not an option. Calling in the army was not an option. He had a mobile phone with him, but it couldn't reach from one side of the kitchen to the other in this weather. They were stranded, there was no way they could get help, and they were sitting ducks to the most notorious killer in Scottish history; they could do nothing but wait.

These thoughts once more intruded upon him, and the moment was snapped. That first flake of snow was belatedly joined by another, and then they started to come with greater frequency. The noise of the wind returned, and Proudfoot felt the chill and became aware of Mulholland's distance once more. The walls going up, as they ever did with the man.

'Come on,' he said, 'we should get back downstairs. Find out how many more of them he's got in the last half-hour.'

'So what, we just sit and wait?' asked Proudfoot.

He shrugged, leading the way to the door. 'I know it's crap, but if you've got a better idea I'll take it. If we stick together as much as possible, I think we should be all right. I don't doubt the guy could take out more than one of these guys at once, but so far he hasn't. No one goes alone. And hopefully, this weather will clear in the next day or so and we can head west. Get back to some sort of civilisation.'

'And what if it doesn't clear?' she said, as they headed back down a cold, dark corridor towards the main hall. 'What then?'

Mulholland walked in front, his candle lit. We're done for, he thought, and Barney Thomson will find a way to pick us off one by one.

'It'll clear, Sergeant,' was all he said. 'That's what weather does.'

*** 

The evil Barney Thomson sat in the attic. He had ventured out briefly during the day and had pilfered a few more blankets, so that he was now almost warm for the first time since he'd effected his disappearance. He'd been aware at one point of someone coming up into the attic, searching for him presumably, but he knew where to hide, and knew that unless ten men with searchlights came up, he could easily avoid detection. Two of them, it sounded like, with nothing but candles. The police probably. His heart had raced, but he'd been in these situations before had Barney Thomson. Getting to be an old hand.

And so he'd sat quite comfortably most of the day, nothing to think about except his hunger and how he could possibly turn in the monk-killer while at the same time exonerating himself. Had realised the mistake he'd made with the threat to Sheep Dip. It had seemed a good idea at the time, but he'd expected to be able to convince Sheep Dip of his innocence. He hadn't considered the possibility of the big guy getting murdered, leaving the note to be found; which he presumed it had.

And so, through his own stupidity, there was now evidence linking him with the murders. If he'd been vilified before, it was nothing to what would happen now.

As usual, Barney was wrong, but he was not to know of that morning's newspaper headlines. The Sun: Barber-Surgeon Innocent, Claims Blair. The Guardian: Thomson A 'Dumb-Ass' But No Killer, Says Clinton. The Times: Barney Thomson, the Alibis Stack Up. The Independent: Thomson 'Asleep' While Murders Took Place. The Express: Thomson Framed by Porn King in Camilla Scandal. The Daily Record: It Was The English! The Mirror: That Guy Couldn't Lace My Boots, Claims Saddam. The Press & Journal: Dons In Nil-Nil Thriller with Forfar: 'We Need Thomson On The Wing,' Says Boss.

The eddies and currents of public opinion, as dictated by a fevered press ever on the lookout for a new angle.

Barney knew nothing of this and, indeed, it mattered not at all. The outside world might have been twenty yards away through a thick stone wall; the nearest town might have been only twenty miles across a snowfield; Glasgow might only have been three hundred miles as the crow flew; but none of it mattered. He was trapped in a monastery with twenty-five monks and two police officers who thought him guilty of seven murders; and one other monk who himself was guilty of those murders, and who would presumably be more than willing to take care of Barney if the opportunity arose.

He listened to the angry noises from his stomach and thought of his fate. It was impossible to imagine an outcome from this that he would welcome. Already he had accepted much. He would never again see Agnes; he would never again see his brother Allan and his delicious wife Barbara; he would never again work in a Glasgow barbershop, cutting hair and talking nonsense; he would never mix with his own folk and simply be one of the crowd.

But what else? Would he ever walk free from this prison? Would he survive to see another summer and feel warmth on his back? Would he ever again sit in a quiet pub over a game of dominoes and drink a freshly pulled pint of lager?

If he was to do any of that, if he was to taste anything good, from beer to freedom, he would have to be as determined as he had determined he would be only two nights previously. And here he sat, hungry, scared and broken. The man Mulholland believed could take on four monks and win. How many more murders would there be? How many more crimes would he be falsely accused of, how many more crimes would he have to prove himself innocent of?

And so he slid unhappily into a world of dreams, and when he awoke he would discover the answer to those questions. And many more. Many, many more.

The Knight Of The Long Knives

––––––––
As far as you knew you had eleven people to take care of. Forget the euphemism. You had eleven people to kill. Eleven monks. And so far you've taken out four of them. The four whose identity you were sure of before you started. Which leaves seven more. The only problem being that you don't know who they are. There are twenty-six monks remaining in the monastery, of whom fifteen could have been at Two Tree Hill twenty-seven years ago. But there are no records of that day in the library, as you had assumed there would be. You know that, because you've checked – and had to kill two librarians because of it. One of them was on your list anyway.
So, quick quiz question. What do you do?

Answer: You take them all out.

That modus operandi which had been working so well has already been thrown out of the window, carried away as you are by the euphoria of murder. Anyway, you have to grow and adapt to situations if you're going to be a serial killer in the modern world. Can't live in the past. It would take an age to gradually work your way round the monastery, knifing all these monks in the throat; and the chances are that eventually your work is going to get the better of you, and you're going to come up against a monk who is not so easily overcome. Or a policeman. It had been a close-run thing the night before with Sergeant Dip. Someone might fight back; and you, the hunter, become the hunted. All that stuff.

So, it is time to adopt a long-distance scatter policy; yet something prevents you from putting poison in that evening's dinner, and potentially wiping out the entire complement in one go. A need to feel more blood on your hands. So you opt instead for poison in a single carafe of wine; something which you know will be passed around maybe four or five of the brothers. A fair little cache of victims, almost doubling your tally. You can sit it out at the side, take note of who will die in the night from the slow-acting poison, and then deal with the others as you see fit. You might not get to watch the poisoned actually die, but it gives you a thrill just to think about it.

Curciceam perdicium – a strange-shaped insect of the Bornean rainforest, the blood of which decays into a deadly, slow-acting toxin. Seven to eight hours after ingestion, there begins the hideous seven-stage consequence of the body's reaction. a) The victim breaks into a cold sweat. Nothing too hideous or worrying, but uncomfortable. b) From this gentle opening, the body leaps into convulsions and erratic spasms, lasting for nearly three minutes. c) There follows a period of intense pain, likened to that endured during childbirth, but concentrated in one small area just above the kidneys. d) Then there is the shortness of breath, manifesting itself in a dryness of the lungs and an intense craving to swim naked underwater. e) As the body temperature rises, the mind is besieged by hallucinations of the 'large insects and spiders crawling over your face while your hands are tied' variety. f) The victim has an unstoppable desire to break into the second verse of Fernando, as strange liquids begin to ooze from the head. g) Then finally, as the body convulses, pain shoots through every cell, the victim froths at the mouth and the demons of Hell are unleashed with venomous panache on every sensory perception in his possession. He will see strange visions in the darkness, and there will come a dramatic easing of the pain so that in a moment of epiphany he might imagine that he has found salvation. Then he will die and be deposited in his own private Gehenna.

Or worse...

You are not sure how many you can dispose of in one glorious night of hell-bent revenge, but the first will have to be your idiotic partner, then after that as many as possible so that the police, if you don't manage to take care of them, don't become suspicious about your partner being dead.

It will all start slowly at dinner, as they come in their twos for evening repast, and you can have the fun of seeing who drinks the poisoned wine. Those monks will die slowly, and as they lie in tortured agony, you will do the rounds of the monastery and take care of as many of the rest as you can.

A simple plan, but why not? All the best plans are simple.

*** 

'It's a big bunch of stones.'

'Stones? It's more than that, Brother.'

'Get out of my face. All these stone circles are the same. They may have been built without the aid of heavy engineering equipment, they may be precisely aligned with the sun, they may be a conduit to some mystical higher force, they may indeed be the Westminster Abbey or Parkhead of their day, but when push comes to shove, they're just a big bunch of stones.'

'And I suppose you think the pyramids are just a big bunch of rocks on a polygonal base, and that the Amazon rainforest is just a big bunch of flowers? You are wrong, Brother, terribly wrong. Perhaps Stonehenge was built to some pagan god with whom we have no business, or perhaps not. Either way, there is no denying the beauty and the complexity of those stones. They are a wonder of invention; a glimpse at the grand delirium of the dreams of prehistoric priests; a portentous apocalypse of maniacal conglomeration; a majestic colossus of ethereal inspiration, glorying in the reverie of divine light and the eternal battle with the incubus of destiny; they transcend the thoughts of men, they exalt in the gemmiferous presumption of the whims of fate; they grasp the effulgence of assiduity, yet mould it with the miasmatic corruption of opprobrious indolence.'

Brother Pondlife walked slowly down the final flight of stairs towards the dining hall; Brother Jerusalem came close behind, head shaking.

'You don't half talk some amount of shite sometimes, Brother,' he said. 'They're just a big bunch of stones. And you know the incredible thing? They charge a fiver or something to get in. You go by that place and there's all these people standing there pointing at them, having paid their fiver, don't forget, and saying things like, "There's a big stone." "Aye, right enough, there's another one." Load of shite.'

Brothers Pondlife and Jerusalem walked into the dining room and fatefully took their seats at the table with Brothers Sledge, Brunswick and Columbane; the latter two of whom had already tasted the wine and declared it exceptional.

The killer was fascinated, even though he knew that nothing was going to happen as he sat and watched. He was going to miss the good part, but he had other fish to fry. And as Brothers Jerusalem and Pondlife took their first sip of the wine that would kill them, the serial monk drank water and thought of the night to come. For the Night of the Long Knives had begun...

*** 

Brother Joseph first. The killer's partner. Simply and easily strangled where he lay sleeping. The killer took much pleasure in it, for he had never liked Joseph; had always found it tedious the way he brought every conversation around to the subject of why televisions didn't have wheels. An old man screaming towards senility with blundering haste, and someone whom he felt certain must have been at Two Tree Hill.

And so he prolonged the death; allowed him to wake, allowed him to know his killer, allowed him to breathe desperately through the strangulation, for an extended five minutes, his arms wafting ineffectually at his side. And then, cruelly, he finished him off with ten seconds of biting hatred, the rope cutting Joseph's frail old neck, and he died with no knowledge of why. Discovered that in heaven televisions could have wheels if you wanted them to.

Brother Solomon and Brother Ezekiel. Prone to nipping down to the cellars after dinner and sharing another bottle or two of the monastery wine between them. They knew fine well that they shouldn't, not with the notorious Barney Thomson on the loose – Thomson Innocent Of Everything Except Boyd Own Goal, said that day's Evening Times – but they liked their wine and there was a good red down there that Brother Luke just never seemed to bring to dinner. Either they were fatalistic, thinking that they would die anyway so they might as well die drunk, or they were thinking that it wouldn't happen to them.

The great door to the cellar closed over them, and on a night such as this it locked them into their doom. The door was closed, the walls were thick; no one could hear their screams. In this intense cold that was all that it took and, notwithstanding their attempts at shared bodily warmth, they would not see the break of day.

Brother Mince and Brother Joshua. Walking with trepidation down a long, dark stairwell; wall on one side, vertiginous drop on the other. Constantly in fear of an encounter with Barney Thomson, cloven hoofs and jaggedy-arsed tail and all. And so, when the real killer approached them, they did not recognise him for who he was. They bid a pleasant evening greeting and, for their pains, were both sent tumbling to their deaths. Despite the efforts of his flailing arms, Mince's head smacked into the stone floor. Brother Joshua landed on top of Mince, and his fall was broken. Along with his neck.

The library was set on fire, the door was locked, and again the natural soundproofing of the rooms would mask the screams of Brothers Adolphus, David and James. Men who would die believing they were being punished by God, as shortly before their deaths they would be gathered around the library's illicit collection of nineteenth-century Vatican retro-porn; the pages of which were well fingered and, indeed, stained in one particular case, the result of an embarrassing incident involving Brother Edward after a particularly hard day of repentance and three carafes of wine.

For Brothers Luke, Malcolm and Narcissus, he adopted a slightly different approach. In fact he was carried away with the essence of what he was doing. He stumbled across them while they were in the midst of panic, Brother Sledge dying painfully in front of them from the slow-acting poison. They asked the Demon Brother for help, and for a brief second or two the killer played the part. Then, suddenly, he was caught up in the hedonistic pleasure of seeing the poison at work; his nostrils flared, his cheeks ballooned; and then it was as if some higher force took over and he lost control. The knife was in his hands, his body buzzed, and he swished and swung through the air, this way and that, slashing wildly at the three desperate monks around him, until all lay dead. It was like walking on air; a dance in the clouds. A rush that no amount of drugs could mimic.

Brothers Sincerity and Goodfellow were caught in a certain position. Fear and cold had brought them together to share solace and warmth. They lay in bed, their naked bodies pressed against one another; at first trembling with nerves and trepidation and cold, but finally relaxing into one another so that at last, after years of undisclosed yearning, they had their first kiss. Long and warm and moist.

Fatally, they both thought the other had locked the door.

It did not open silently, but the quiet movement of heavy wood was swallowed up by the roar of the storm; in any case they were oblivious, lost in the ecstasy of love.

The killer was pleasantly surprised. Two at once. Something suitable. Something good enough to match the heinous crime they were committing as he watched. Something simple.

He carried thick duct tape, a prerequisite to the travel kit of every serial killer. He had intended to use it on these two individually, and hadn't thought he would be so lucky as to find them in such a clinch. Had to be quick. Quietly extended the tape, then, with the swift movement that had led to his sobriquet of Cheetah at school, he passed the tape under the neck of Brother Sincerity – on the bottom, the submissive partner – then up and around the neck of Brother Goodfellow, so that by the time their panic had set in, they were already bound at the neck.

The next few seconds were a frantic thrash of arms and legs and various other appendages, but Sincerity and Goodfellow had been surprised and were instantly confused; they were naked; they had erections. No man is in a fit state to fight when he has an erection. Soon they were bound; bound but not gagged.

If they wanted to kiss, they could kiss, he thought. They watched him as he went about his business of binding their frantic limbs. They knew who he was, and this he didn't mind, for they would not live to tell.

Tape around their nostrils, so they must breathe through their frenzied mouths, raging against the inevitable. Then he forced their heads together, mouth against mouth, and bound them tightly with tape.

He satisfied himself that virtually the only breaths they could take were from the empty sacs of the other's lungs, then he politely excused himself, and went about his business. There might have been a gap there, enough to let in a fraction of the air they needed, enough to extend their lives by an extra minute or two, and he smiled at that gently extended torture as he closed the door behind him, staring wildly up the corridor, wondering with whom he should next deal.

Before they departed, before they squeezed their final, inadequate breaths, Brother Sincerity managed to croak his dying words from the recesses of his throat, and from the very well of his being.

'I love you, Goodfellow,' he tried to say; and Goodfellow sensed and felt the words, rather than heard them. And so he himself summoned one last monumental effort to produce his own stated memorial, the words dragged from some pit of desperation.

'Bugger that,' he tried to say. 'Can you not undo this sodding tape?'

And Brother Sincerity felt and sensed the words, rather than heard them, and no more fevered breaths did he attempt to take, and soon his lungs were filled with used air, then he slipped into unconsciousness, and then he died. And he would join the rest of the monks, his Colleagues of the Damned, in their eternity of Hell for all his unforgiven sins.

Goodfellow had more fight, but he could not break free, could not get enough air; and soon he too was dead and plummeting into the abyss of purgatorial infinity.

*** 

The night had worn away. The killer was in a fever, his blood rushing, the heady ecstasy of genocide causing his heart to pound. But he was tired also, and maybe it was time to leave the others until morning. He was bound to enjoy it more if he was awake. He could spend a leisurely couple of hours pottering around the monastery, picking off monks as he went. They'd hardly notice, until they were all dead.

It was like eating a box of chocolates, however, and he couldn't immediately put them down. Another couple, that was what he thought, and then he could put the knife and the duct tape and the matches, which had been his weapons, away for the time being. A few hours to recuperate, and then he could start his work again in the morning. It was not as if he would forget to finish them off.

Brother Frederick and Brother Satan shared a room. An odd combination, but they seemed to get on well. He knew that neither had been involved in Two Tree Hill. Satan wouldn't have been here then, and Frederick had already been too old for that kind of business. A studious man, a learned man of books, and always had been.

However, both had to die. He tried to push the door open, but it was locked. At least these two had a little more sense than those idiots Goodfellow and Sincerity, he thought. He knocked lightly on the door, and waited in vain for a reply. Too quiet, or were they awake inside and quivering in fear? He knocked a little harder.

'Who is it?' came the strained voice from within. Brother Satan. Now if ever someone did not live up to his name, thought the killer. (He was not to know, or care, of the dark secrets which Satan held. A dark past – many lives were on his hands, such misery had he caused. This was not just any Brother Satan.)

'It is I,' said the killer.

'Oh, Brother, is there a problem?' asked Satan.

Just open the door!

'I am afraid, Brother. Brother Joseph has disappeared. I awoke from a troubled sleep and he was gone.'

A hesitation on the other side, then the killer smiled as he heard the bolt drawn back, and then the great door was slowly opened. A head poked round.

'Come in. Quickly, Brother, one never knows who is without.'

The killer walked into the bedroom shared by Frederick and Satan. A small candle flickered, almost burned out, on Frederick's bedside table. The old man looked at the killer and nodded. It was obvious that neither of these men had slept.

'You say Brother Joseph has disappeared?' said Satan.

'Indeed,' said the killer, and he looked Satan in the eye.

In times gone past Satan would have been able to read the killer like a religious pamphlet. Piece of cake. One look at the guy and he would have picked him for a murdering scumbag, then he would have recruited him for his own bedevilled flock. But the years of repentance and honest living had ruined the man's instinct. It would be only too late that he realised his fate.

The killer wondered. He had charged into the room without any aforethought. How to take care of Satan and Frederick? Obviously it had to be Satan first, for even if Frederick watched, there would be nothing he could do about it.

'We agreed that we would only leave the room to answer the Lord's call, and even then we would wake the other to accompany us. But I awoke more than an hour ago and Joseph was not there. I have awaited his return since then, but he has not appeared.'

And as he was speaking, he edged a little closer, so that he was well within striking distance. He was tired, and had had enough of exotic elaboration. He would strike with his knife and be done with Brother Satan; then he could murder Frederick as he struggled from his bed and made his pathetic attempt at a getaway.

And then it suddenly hit Brother Satan. Joseph's room was nowhere near. Why come all this way down the corridor when there were nearer rooms? And all the old evil came malevolently back to him, and he knew. These evil deeds within the monastery were not the work of Brother Jacob – the desperate Barney Thomson – they were the work of this man before him. And he knew instantly that it was not he who had killed Brother Festus, and he knew instantly why he was doing it and, of all of them, he was the only one who understood.

And the knife stuck Brother Satan at that moment of Awakening and pierced his Adam's apple, and plunged through the neck, and came ripping out, so that Satan collapsed to the ground, body in spasm, arms waving futilely in the air, as he desperately strained for a final breath and tried to claw back the powers he had foregone. And failed.

Brother Satan lay dead. The killer turned to Brother Frederick. Frederick had not moved.

'Why?' asked the old voice, for he knew it was time to die, and since he'd expected to be killed eighty-three years previously in the trenches of Passchendaele, this was no great trauma. He'd had much longer than many of his friends.

'Two Tree Hill,' said the killer, walking slowly forward.

Frederick raised his head and looked curiously at the man. And even in that pale light, his last candle beginning to fade and die, he could see it. The resemblance in the eyes.

'You must be Cafferty's son,' he said.

'Yes,' said the killer, standing over him.

'And all of this is to wreak revenge for what happened that day?'

'Yes.' The knife was raised high, ready to sweep down into the soft flesh of one more victim.

Frederick shook his head. 'That has got to be the stupidest thing I've ever heard in my entire life,' he said.

And the knife plunged from on high into Frederick's forehead, and cleaved the skull, and scythed through human brain. Like cutting into an apple crumble which had been left in the oven so long the top had gone hard and crusty.

Good Day Sunshine

––––––––
Some sort of daylight began to penetrate the room; a shaft fell across Mulholland's face. He was deep in a dream, two victims to his assassin's knife lying at his feet, a third refusing to die, so that he was repeatedly stabbing at the head, and was finally reduced to sawing through the neck; and only then, as the eyes of his victim stopped rolling, did he begin to stir to the stream of white light.
He opened his eyes, had that immediate feeling of relief that the dream had been just that. But the ugly feeling would stay with him, until it was overwhelmed and surpassed by the much uglier feelings to come.

A few seconds adjusting to the day – where he was, why he was there, what had gone before – then he was up on his elbows and looking around the room. Still in darkness, still asleep, Proudfoot lay on the other side. He watched her for a while, made sure he could see her breathing, then laid his head back on the pillow. Looked at his watch; they had been asleep for eight hours. At least they had woken from it, and the fact that no one had come knocking in the night to tell of some new victim was another bonus. Perhaps, he wondered, wandering off into the realms of fantasy, Barney Thomson had decided to take his chances with the snow and had fled the monastery.

The thought of anyone going out into the storm made him listen for the wind, and for the first time he realised there was silence. No wind, no storm blowing, no creaks and groans from the old building.

He braced himself for the cold, then eased out of bed and away from the protective warmth of a hundred blankets. Stood at the window, undid the catch and pushed the shutters open. Had the same thought for the twentieth time about why they were so insane as not to have glass in the monastery when they had the stained windows in the abbey church, but nothing up here made any sense.

The shutters swung back, creaking to a halt before they banged against the walls, and the early morning lay before him. Blue, blue skies and snow stretching to a blue horizon. No wind; the day crisp and cold and clear and blue, the sort of day that makes winter worthwhile.

He felt it to his feet. Relief, pleasure, some prehistoric feeling within still generating excitement at such a day. Maybe they would be able to get out, he thought. Troop across the snow, like some gigantic, brio-laden von Trapp family, until they got to Durness, where the snowploughs would have cleared a road to the south and he could get the rest of the monks to safety.

He wondered how long the storm had been over and if Barney Thomson had indeed made his freedom run. He looked over the fields of snow and considered that even he would be able to track someone across this.

They had only been at the monastery for two nights, but already it felt like a month. Entrapment would do that to you. Minutes like hours, hours like days, and so on. Now they had the chance to escape and they would have to take it before the blizzard returned. The snow might have been thick on the ground, but Brother David, or one of the other inmates, would be confident of the way back. He could taste the steak in his mouth at the Cape Wrath Hotel; ignored the fact that there would be a million years of work to be done, and that he would be castigated to Hell for what had already happened – the death of Sheep Dip.

No time to stand around – they had to grab this opportunity while they had it.

'Hey, Proudfoot,' he said, turning round, and there was a moan and mild stirring from the bed. 'Proudfoot, wake up!'

There was the Standard Morning Delay of about ten seconds, and then her head was lifted from the pillow and she squinted into the sunlight, which had worked its way around to where she lay.

'Come on,' he said. 'The weather's cleared. We should get going.'

'What?' was all she could manage.

'The weather. It's cleared. We should be getting a move on.'

She turned over, dropped her forehead to the pillow; shook her head to try to clear the gunge. Woken from some elaborate dream of Freudian construction, involving shoes, cornflakes, Mulholland and her mother.

'Right,' she said eventually. 'Right. Can I wash first?'

'Good idea. You look like the Borg Queen.'

'Thanks.'

He turned and looked back out of the window. Breathed in the air, like drinking ice, and felt his nightmare attacked and the torture of the last few days taken from him. Everything was clean and white and fresh. A new start. A blank page on which to write a new, and maybe final, chapter in the search for Barney Thomson; and maybe a new chapter in this bloodied life of his.

He began to think abstractly about snow; the good and the bad of it. Terrible while you were closed in and you never knew when it would stop; glorious when the worst was over. Nowhere in the world looked bad with a covering of snow.

Proudfoot stood at his side and looked over the white-out scene. They were transfixed for several minutes, while their bodies edged closer together. Snow and silence. The long summer of a cold winter's day.

'We shouldn't stand here too long,' said Mulholland eventually, making no effort to move.

'Aye,' she said.

'Must get these guys out of here and back to Durness or Tongue. We can sort the mess out from there. How many are there again?'

'About twenty-six or so. Twenty-seven if we count Barney Thomson.'

'Oh aye, right. We'll just see him safely back to civilisation, then give him, say, ten minutes' start, then we can chase him again.'

'Aye, that's what I was thinking. Maybe give him a car as well.'

'A car? I thought a helicopter.'

The aimless conversation drifted into silence, and they were once more consumed by the landscape. Proudfoot was not long consumed, however.

'Do you think they'll continue here? Come back after all this is over and go on as if nothing has happened?'

Mulholland felt the cold again; this time the stiff blast of reality. The snow-covered landscape had just been an illusion, and soon it would be obscured by another blizzard or removed altogether by some minute rising of the temperature. Nothing ever lasts. Not in this life. And he thought of Sheep Dip and wondered what kind of family the man had left behind.

'Who knows? I wouldn't think so, but twenty-six of the sorry band is probably enough if they wanted to carry on. And the amount of publicity they're going to get when all this gets out, they'll probably have a queue of strange no-lifes waiting to join up.'

There was a sudden, frantic rapping at the door; a desperate man outside, that much they could tell from the knock alone. They both felt it immediately; this was what they had been thankful not to have had when they'd woken to find it already morning. Now it had arrived, like a shot bolt in the chest; and they were each bludgeoned by dread.

'Fuck,' was all Mulholland said, and he walked to the door. Almost didn't want to open it, to unleash the demons which waited behind; although his imagination could not have begun to conjure up the things he was about to discover.

The door opened. Brother Steven stood in the hall. Unshaven, hand red from knocking, but otherwise in the manner of a monk.

'Brother?' said Mulholland.

'There's some bad stuff going down,' said Brother Steven. 'Really, really bad stuff.'

There was a pause. Mulholland raised an eyebrow.

'That's it? Not some bad stuff like Aristotle talked about?'

'Come with me,' said Steven. 'Aristotle didn't know anything about bad stuff compared to this.'

*** 

Try to describe the feeling and you couldn't. Like getting your guts ripped out, that was as close as you could get. But that didn't really cover it. Getting your guts ripped out was just going to be bloody sore and then you'd die. This was something else.

They had left the bodies where they were; everyone was now accounted for. Took a while to find Brother Solomon and Brother Ezekiel, but all the others were where they should have been. Not too far from the dining room. Not too far from the dining room, but still dead. The monks in the library had been hard to identify, but they had got there by a process of elimination.

Somewhere during their monastery tour of murder and death, Proudfoot had been sick. The charred, tortured library bodies had been grotesque, but it hadn't been that in particular. It had been the overall effect; the realisation of what had happened. Murder upon murder. One bloody death after another, so that every corner they'd turned and every door they'd opened had heralded a new corpse. All this death, while they had slept. The police. Supposedly protectors of these people. The Abbot had been delighted when they had arrived; had called them as if from God. And what had they done while this had been taking place? That was what she thought, and as a result the whole became even worse than the sum of the parts, bad enough though that was.

Mulholland had gagged in the library, had felt everything he had eaten the previous day display an interest in coming back to the surface. None of it appeared, as if his stomach had nothing to offer in reply to this massacre.

They had found the odd live monk along the way, cowering in rooms. Alone, afraid, wondering what had happened to their partners. The men who had been supposed to stay by their sides until the cavalry arrived.

There were five left. The Abbot, Brother Steven, Brother Edward, Brother Martin and Brother Raphael. One of them had defied orders and slept alone; three of them had woken to find their partners in terrible pain, victims-to-be of the poisoned carafe; and one of them had had Brother Joseph as his room-mate.

They had all received regulation Brother Cadfael, Name of the Rose or Robin Hood haircuts from Barney Thomson. All men who still felt the cold steel of those scissors at their neck, who wondered why they had been spared, who looked into the pit of Hell which undoubtedly awaited them, and faced the desperate fact that their time was fast approaching. All except one. One who knew that Barney Thomson was no man to be feared.

Edward and Steven were busy packing provisions. Food from the kitchen randomly placed into rucksacks, to be carried on the journey to safety; for there was no option now but to make the break across the desert of snow. Any food would do, and they gave it little thought. 

Mulholland stared from the window of the hall, some three hours now since he'd first looked out. It was almost eleven o'clock and they would have to leave soon. Already it was too late for them to reach civilisation by nightfall. Not a chance at this time of year, and in this weather. So they would take equipment for sleeping out, and hope the blizzard did not return in the night.

And, of course, they could expect to be trailed all the way, and picked off one by one if they were not careful. For surely Barney Thomson would not rest where he was. He would have to keep going until everyone was dead, and only then would he escape blame.

If, indeed, Barney Thomson was the man behind it all.

'This is stupid,' Mulholland said to Proudfoot.

'What?'

'This. Running from Barney Thomson.'

'So, what's the alternative? We stay here and wait to die?'

He shook his head, watched some of the snow fall from the branches of a tree.

'It's just Barney Thomson, for goodness sake. Barney Bloody Thomson. I could have sworn before we got here that the bloke had nothing to do with it. I still can't believe that it's him.'

'Mild-mannered and boring and he killed at least one of his work colleagues, possibly two, and either chopped up six other bodies or at the very least happily disposed of them. Mild-mannered, maybe, but weird as fuck all the same. Even if he was normal before all that, and he was covering up for his mother, it's got to do something to his head.'

'Aye, but why come here and start killing all these monks? If he'd arrived, kept his head and his mouth shut, and got on with praying and self-flagellation and all that other monk stuff, we might never have found him.'

Proudfoot glanced over her shoulder. Felt the shiver down her back. 'But the note?'

'Aye, the note,' said Mulholland. 'That's it, isn't it? The note. Written in Barney Thomson's handwriting, found on Sheep Dip, and as incriminating as you can get. It points right to the guy. It makes him centrefold, cop-killer of the month. But it just doesn't feel right.'

'So, what are we saying? That there's someone else hiding in the rafters? Or do you think that one of these clowns is the killer? I wouldn't have thought any of this lot could kill a bug.'

Mulholland shook his head again, stared into the trees.

'You never know, though, do you? What brings a man to a place like this? It's bloody awful at the moment, but do you think it ever gets any warmer within these walls in the middle of summer? What kind of life must you have had in the past to want to come to a place like this? This lot have got to be the weirdest-fuck bunch of weirdoes I've ever met.'

Proudfoot took another furtive glance over her shoulder. Edward and Steven prepared the food; Martin and Raphael were in low conversation; the Abbot sat alone. A broken man, a man who had now lost everything, for where had God been when they'd needed him most?

'Which one, then?'

Mulholland shook his head. Doing a lot of that.

'That's what I've been standing here thinking about. Which one? Absolutely no idea. Having said what I just said, this lot seem like a normal bunch of sad people with no lives. They're all pissing in their pants. I know we can't expect our serial killers to all wear hockey masks, but there's nothing about any of this crowd to make them stand out. If it's one of them, I'd only be guessing. We really need to sit them down and talk to them for a couple of hours, but we haven't got the time for that.'

'So, you think there might be someone else loose in the asylum?'

'Very possibly, Sergeant. Very possibly. Or maybe Barney's our man after all.'

'If we can't come up with any other explanation for the note he left Sheep Dip, then we have to assume it's him, don't we?'

'Aye. Aye, I suppose you're right.' He turned round and looked at the band of unhappy thieves who minced around the great hall. 'You see, Sergeant, this is where we could do with a decent, relevant Blitz! article. How to Tell a Serial Killer by the Length of His Cock.'

'I know where I can lay my hands on the issue with Gretchen Schumacher on Why She's Shagged Her Last Detective.'

'Gretchen Schumacher's shagged her last detective?' said Mulholland, beginning the short walk back into the midst of human sadness. 'And there was me thinking I still had a chance.'

'She's too thin,' said Proudfoot.

Their eyes met; they knew what the other was thinking. Nothing said, for this was not the time.

'Right,' said Mulholland, turning to the demented and tortured few. 'We should be getting on. We need to get as far as we can before nightfall.'

They looked at him with little enthusiasm. Even Brother Steven, the philosopher-bard, had no emotion. Nothing to say, despite the quote from John Wilkes Booth nestling neatly in his subconscious.

'Where's the camping stuff you talked about, Brother?' Mulholland said to the Abbot. But the Abbot stared mournfully at the floor; if he heard the words he ignored them, for there were others who could answer the question. His time for speech had passed.

'A bit all over the place,' said Steven. 'There's some of it in Herman's room on the second floor, and some of it in the cellar. With Brother Ezekiel and Brother Solomon.'

'Right.'

Mulholland looked at the floor. How were they going to do this? All seven of them trooping around the monastery, dragging the poor bastard of an Abbot along with them? It could take hours.

And so he took the decision to split the group; and there would be more blood shed.

'Look, we need to get on. We sort out what's where, and we go and get the stuff.' He hesitated, looked around the room. Unknowingly decided who would play on, and whose part in the match was coming to an end. 'Right, the Sergeant and I will go to the basement. Edward, Raphael and Martin can go to Herman's room, and Steven can stay here and look after the Abbot.' He knew as he was saying it that he and Proudfoot should split up; but given what had happened to Sheep Dip, would that make any difference anyway? Barney Thomson, or whoever it was, was no respecter of the police. And besides, there was no way he was letting her out of his sight. Not now.

'You happy?' he said, and regretted the word the second it was out of his mouth. The monks nodded and raised their tired, worried, pathetic bodies from the cold wooden benches. All except the Abbot, who stayed where he was, wallowing in his pain.

'No more than ten minutes, if you can, all right, you three?'

Edward nodded. Raphael and Martin trooped along behind. Mulholland thought about saying something to the Abbot, but there were no words.

'Look after the bloke,' he said to Steven.

Steven blinked.

*** 

'This is a bad day, Brother.'

No reply. When you wake up on the wrong side of the bed, your car breaks down on the way to work and your team gets knocked out of Europe by some mob from Latvia that evening, that's a bad day. This? There wasn't a word for it.

So thought the Abbot, and he did not answer Brother Steven. Steven drummed his fingers. Watched the Abbot. A lamentable figure in brown. Head down, drowning in the vomit of his own self-pity.

'Heard a rumour,' said Steven. A small smile came to his face. The Abbot did not look up. This time the words did not even register. He had no need for conversation. Steven drummed his fingers.

'Enter Rumour, painted full of tongues,' he said in a low voice; the smile stayed there, then was suddenly gone. The eyes clouded over. The Abbot did not respond. The fingers stopped.

'Not interested in rumours, Brother? You should listen to them sometimes.'

Slowly the Abbot raised his head. At the tone of voice, more than the words. The words hadn't registered.

'Brother?' he said. He had never had much time for Brother Steven.

'I was saying that I'd heard a rumour,' said Steven.

'A rumour?'

'Yes. Like a curse from the gods.'

'The gods, Brother?' said the Abbot. 'I thought we only had one. Although I have my doubts about Him now, as well.'

'Oh, there are lots of gods, Brother Abbot. Whispering gods. Whispering rumours.'

The Abbot looked into the depths of Steven's eyes, but saw nothing there. He might have done at one time but, like Brother Satan before him, he had lost the ability to see the true hearts of men.

'And what is this rumour of which you speak?'

The smile returned to Steven's face. He lifted a finger, moved it in time with his talk.

'They're saying that all this, all this murder, is about revenge.'

'Revenge? Revenge for what?'

Steven paused. For effect, but it was lost on his audience. Too confused to be impressed.

'Two Tree Hill,' he said. Awaited the response.

The Abbot shook his head. 'Two Tree Hill? What do you mean?'

'Two Tree Hill, Brother Abbot. Where the late Brother Cafferty was disgraced and expelled from the Holy Order of the Monks of St John. Condemned forever to walk the streets of normal men, condemned forever to be apart from the God whom he loved.'

The Abbot was even more confused. Tried desperately to think of Two Tree Hill, and it returned beneath a hazy fudge.

'The small hill at the foot of Ben Hope,' he said.

'Yes,' said Steven.

The Abbot waited for something more, but Steven glared through narrowed eyes.

'I don't understand, Brother,' the Abbot said.

'Not just any hill, Brother Abbot,' said Steven, spitting the name. 'The last hill of all. A very Calvary of the north, where a man might meet his destiny.'

The Abbot stared at him, his eyes widening. Trying to recollect the last time they had been there; but it had been so long ago. Slowly it returned, however, and the memory came back through the mist. An ugly incident, a man alone, cast from their midst. A ruined man.

The Abbot's head still shook; he looked at Steven in wonder and confusion.

'You are saying that Brother Cafferty is back amongst us, and is taking his revenge? That is absurd. Cafferty is dead. He lived an unhappy life in Edinburgh with a woman he never loved and a son who came to noth...'

Realisation dawned. He noticed the eyes at last. The similarities. Because, for all the time that it had been, he could still see Cafferty's face; the anguish and the dismay. And in the eyes of Brother Steven, he saw Brother Cafferty. Steven's father.

The Abbot's mouth dropped. 'But, Brother. You cannot be serious.'

Steven stood up, slowly drawing the knife from within his cloak. Prodded the end of the blade with his finger, drawing blood.

'I can be serious, Brother, and I am. You ruined his life. It is time for my father to be avenged.'

'You killed them all? You, Brother? You killed gentle Saturday and Morgan? Ash and Herman, Adolphus and Ezekiel. Gentle Brother Satan. Brother Festus?'

'Oh, not Festus,' said Steven, glad of the chance to interrupt, impressive though that list sounded to him. 'I had nothing to do with Festus.'

'I don't understand.'

'I can't be sure, but I think God took care of Festus. The man was a pervert, after all. Don't tell me he never regaled you with one of his three-breasted, cocaine-snorting fantasies? God hates that stuff.'

'But, Brother?' said the Abbot, and his voice was filled with wonder and incredulity. Slowly he raised himself from the bench, the better to accept the knife which awaited him. For he knew he was to die.

'This does not make sense, my son,' said the Abbot.

Steven's teeth ground together; he took a step forward.

'Don't you call me that, you bloody bastard. You must have been there. You were part of it. He was unjustly punished by a collective of bigots. His objections were more than merited but as a result of them you expelled him from the abbey. The man was never the same.'

The Abbot spread his hands. Looked like he was appealing to a referee.

'But, Brother, it was nothing. No one cared about it. Your father made a mistake. If he'd accepted it, it would have been forgotten ten seconds later. But instead, he confronted the Abbot Gracelands from Burncleuth Abbey. He punched the man, for goodness' sake. Punched him, Brother. It was an abomination. We had no choice.'

Steven shook his head. Stood poised with the knife. His anger with the Abbot had gone. The speech he'd had prepared for years no longer seemed worthy; or relevant. They were all going to die, and now it was nearly over. They deserved what had come to them, each and every one.

'Choice? White shall not neutralise black, nor good compensate bad in man, absolve him so: life's business being just the terrible choice.'

'Oh, for God's sake, Brother,' snapped the Abbot, 'will you stop quoting all that nonsense! Can you not say something for yourself for once? I simply cannot believe this.'

The handle of the knife twitched in Steven's fingers. Another victim in his sights, but he could not be long about it, for the police would be returning soon; and he had business to take care of with the good Brother Abbot after he had killed him.

'It's just how you see it, Brother, isn't it? It's all just words. It's like the Bible, it's like the Apocrypha; it's like any words that anyone has ever written or said. We think them, we write them, we say them, but they're nothing. It's deeds that matter, Brother Abbot, deeds are the thing. Words aren't cheap, they're nothing. Deeds are where that whole psychic thing pokes its dysfunctional head out of the womb, kicks off the umbilical cord of avarice and jealousy, and starts to breathe the good clean air of truth.'

The Abbot looked from Steven to the knife he held in his hand.

'For God's sake, Brother, there you go again. If you're so full of contempt for words, why do you come out with so much bollocks?' The Abbot had truly lost himself. 'This is the most absurd thing I've ever heard in my life. You've committed nearly thirty murders because of a lie, because that's what your father must have told you. A lie!'

'It was not!'

'Brother, dear Brother, it bloody was. I was there. Right was seen to be done. Your father had no leg to stand on. He lost his temper for nothing. It was a tragic overreaction, and one which merited admonishment.'

'Hah!' barked Steven. He had heard all this before. From his father, Brother Cafferty. 'I know what it was all about. It was the politics of the abbey at the time. There was a power struggle and there were some of you just looking for a way to get rid of Cafferty. I know it to be true!'

Brother Steven was becoming ever more forceful; especially since he was now not so sure. Enough people had said it now; maybe his father had made a mistake after all. Maybe he shouldn't just have killed twenty-six of them. Maybe this great rash of murder and death had just been a pointless waste of time. Great fun, but a waste of time.

However, the Abbot hesitated. It was all coming back. Brother Steven was right. That was exactly why they'd had Cafferty expelled from the abbey. Politics. The man had been too much of a liberal. Hadn't approved of hairshirts; hadn't liked self-flagellation; hadn't approved of sandpapering your testicles to cleanse the mind. Of course, those Caffertyisms had come into vogue over the years, but the time hadn't been right. He'd had to be silenced.

Steven saw the hesitation, saw the look in his eyes. So he did not hesitate. The knife was thrust forward; the Abbot had every intention of receiving it, and within seconds he lay bleeding on the floor, close to the death which would inevitably follow.

Steven stood over the body; the smile came to his face as the adrenaline pumped wildly through his veins and he got the massive rush that came with murder. He watched the eyes of the Abbot close and he knew him to be dead.

But he still held the knife in his hands, and he bent over the Abbot and lifted the sleeve of his cloak out of the way. And then once more his knife pierced the skin; cooling blood was drawn, and the Abbot's tortured soul could do nothing but watch.

For Steven was not finished with his body.

Carnival Of Death

––––––––
If the truth be told, Barney Thomson was going a little mad. Not stark raving, never see the sense of day, screaming loony mad, but a gentle slide into insanity which could still be arrested. But soon. It would have to be soon.
He had woken early from the happiest of dreams – there he was again, back behind his chair, his magical fingers creating a magnificent Bill Clinton (Post-Monica), the very latest in millennium proto-chic, with mercurial panache, engaged in idle discussion of the origin of the Turin Shroud – Experts have now decided that it was first worn by one of the Bay City Rollers on a tour of Italy in 1975, he was saying – while a queue of placid customers waited upon his golden hands – to crash frighteningly into the world of living nightmare.

More death, more murder, more bloodshed, more stained floors. If he ever got his job back washing the stone, it was going to be Hell. And so finally, all those months after casually handling pound after pound of frozen human meat, he was being toppled over the edge. Not over some vertiginous cliff, where the bottom was a long way away but reached quickly nevertheless. This would be a slow slide down a grassy bank. But there was still manure at the bottom, no mistake.

Barney was mad. He spent the morning in his dismal haunts, looking through holes, watching what was going on. Eyes wide, yet stumbling into pillars and walls in the dark. He hadn't viewed the full carnival of death, but he'd seen much of it. A bit like the Bible, he'd thought at one point. There was a lot of it, but you didn't have to read it all to get the picture.

At some other point he'd drifted off into a waking dream. Stood six feet away from a wall, imagined there'd been a customer sitting in front of him facing an imaginary mirror, and his hands had automatically worked the thin air, the pretend scissors clicking in the dark. Giving a Harry Houdini. Smooth yet ruffled, elegant yet rakish.

For ten minutes he'd stood like this, lost in this nether world. Such was the state of his mind after this latest catalogue of death. Murders of biblical proportions. Murders of which the God Formerly Known as Yahweh would have been proud. Barney was mad.

He didn't know what it was that had dragged him from the trance, but he'd escaped it. Had gone about his business, sometimes focused, sometimes lost.

Until the strange incident of Brother Steven and the Abbot.

He lay on the floor above the great hall. Watched through a hole as Brother Steven stabbed the Abbot, Brother Copernicus, through the stomach. Could not hear what was being said, their voices low and muffled, but he saw everything. The repeated stabbing; and then, as the Abbot lay dead and bloodied on the floor, Steven lifted the Abbot's sleeve and firmly and swiftly severed his left hand from the wrist and left it lying on the table.

This was new. Barney squinted into the hole, trying to look a little more closely. Until now there had been no mutilation. This reminded him of his mother. And then Brother Steven lifted the right sleeve of the Abbot, and swiftly, precisely, neatly sawed the hand from the wrist, then placed it on the table beside the left. It was a bloody mess, Steven himself covered in it.

He's not going to be able to pretend now, thought Barney. And as he wondered what Steven's next move would be, Steven began to drag the body of the Abbot from the hall, bloody stumps and bloody stomach wrapped in the confines of the thick brown cloak, so as not to leave a trail of blood.

Barney looked down in wonder. Two hands removed in under a minute; could his mother have been so efficient? And he didn't move. Not for a second did he think that Steven might have been aware of his presence – and he was right – and so he looked with awe on these two hands which lay on the table.

Slowly the eyes and mind of Barney Thomson began to work in tandem. The hands began to take shape. The fingers; the hair; the thumbs; the nails; the wrinkles and the moles; the blood and the shredded skin where the knife had brutally cut them apart from the body. Not such a clean cut on closer inspection.

A pair of hands. They lay silent. As hands do. Particularly when they are both left hands. Funny that, thought Barney.

Bloody hell!

He pressed his eyes closer to the floor, a millimetre closer to the hole, looked with greater concentration at the detached appendages. Two left hands! They were two sodding, no questions asked, absolutely thumped in the bollocks left hands. And he'd seen them cut from the arms of the Abbot. No wonder the old man had never shown his right hand in public. It had been the wrong way round. And he'd had everyone thinking he'd lost it at Arnhem.

Barney pulled away. Two left hands. How would you tie your shoelaces? Or undo a bra strap? Or hold a golf club? Or give someone a Jack Lemmon? And Barney had a fleeting glimpse of why the Abbot had found himself at the Holy Order of the Monks of St John. But he was not interested in that, and his thoughts moved swiftly on.

Not so swift, however. This was Barney Thomson, not Sherlock Holmes. And so he waited and watched, knowing that the others would soon return.

A few minutes later he could more clearly hear their voices, as they had no need for the low tones of the conspirator. He heard their footsteps before they were in his line of vision; then the footsteps stopped. He imagined them staring at the table; heard the muted exclamation from the woman. Then Mulholland came into view, and he stood over the table and stared at the severed hands. Stared for a minute or two. Didn't speak. The other three monks returned and stopped in the doorway. Sensed immediately that something was wrong, although Barney could not see the looks on their faces.

'Two left hands,' said Mulholland.

'Do you think they might still be alive?' Barney heard the woman ask; could see Mulholland shake his head.

'No, no I don't.'

Mulholland turned, took in the presence of the other three, then looked back at the human refuse on the table.

'Why, then?' said the woman. 'Why not just leave the bodies?'

He shook his head again. 'Don't know. Christ.'

From where he lay, tense, bemused, slightly odd, Barney could hear the deep breath exhaled.

'So what are we saying?' Barney heard Proudfoot say. Almost a minute later, the silence absolute. Although somewhere in the monastery, Brother Steven must have been dragging the body of the Abbot noisily along a stone cold floor.

'What are we saying, Sergeant? We're saying that this fuck-up, this Barney Thomson, came in here the second we all left – which means he was watching us, listening to everything we were saying – came in here, killed the Abbot and Brother Steven, and for some reason best known to his own warped head, cut the left hands off each of them and left them as a calling card. That's what we're saying, Sergeant. Just the sort of thing his mother, or he himself, did last spring.'

Barney watched. Incredulous. Of course they were going to think it was him, but he still hadn't been expecting it. His meagre thought processes finally caught up with those of Brother Steven. A brilliant frame-up. He must have known all along about the Abbot's disability. His weirdness. The Amazing Double Left-Handed Boy, he might have been called at the circus. And somehow Steven had known all about it. And for the frame-up to work, Steven must also be confident that Edward, Martin and Raphael did not know.

It wasn't me! he wanted to shout through the hole, but he didn't. So he lay, surrounded by the dark, unaware of anything going on around him. And if this happened to be the room where Steven decided to hide the body of the Abbot, he would come across Barney and Barney would never be aware; not until the knife sliced into his back. Barney was beginning to take another roll down the hill of temporary madness. He watched Proudfoot come and stand beside Mulholland; they looked at the hands.

'What about someone else being loose in the monastery?' she said.

Mulholland continued the head-shaking, which had become a permanent feature.

'Don't think so. If it wasn't Thomson, I thought it might be one of this lot. But this proves it. These two idiots are dead, and those three stuck together.'

'Maybe it's all three,' said Proudfoot, but at last the words were lost to Barney as the voice was lowered; and neither did Mulholland's negative reply reach up to him.

Anyway, he had lost concentration. He was imagining cutting hair with two left hands. It would be tricky, obviously, but once you'd got used to it, maybe it would be all right. In fact, he thought, sliding deeper into the fantasy, seeing himself behind the chair, two left hands working away, maybe it would make him even better. It would certainly be distinctive. Something else to help draw the crowds to his shop, on top of his awesome abilities.

Barney was lost, oblivious to the dark room around him and to the scene of gruesome murder below. Deep in his fantasy, the contented smile forming around his face. Imagination could never be said to be as good as the real thing, but it might as well be up there. When it felt real, it was real.

That was what the mad Barney thought.

And so wrapped up was he in the phantasmagoria of his delusion that he did not hear the door partially open behind him; he did not see the shaft of light which poked its way into the darkened room; he did not hear the laboured breaths of Brother Steven, nor the faint whooshing sound of Brother Copernicus's body being dragged along the floor; he saw nothing and he heard nothing, while his mind wandered off and he could smell and feel and breathe the inside of a barber's shop.

Barney was a little bit mad.

Barney Thomson Must Die

––––––––
'What now?'
Mulholland looked at her. Too shell-shocked by all this death to make a sarcastic comment. What now? Nothing had changed. They were about to leave and get to safety as quickly as possible. However now, for the first time, he felt the spectre of death lurking behind him. He hadn't come here to die, and no matter how miserable he was, he certainly didn't want to. But at last the import of what was going on here, all this carnage, was beginning to hit him.

Strange, that; there could be so much death but he hadn't thought for a second that it had been going to affect him. Suddenly, standing over two left hands on a bloody table, he realised that he and Proudfoot were on the menu, just the same as everyone else. And there were only three of them left. He shivered. Sensed the weight of foreboding which made him want to turn and look behind; not only that, it made him want eyes on every side of his head.

'What now? Now, to quote no end of movies, we get the fuck out of Dodge, Sergeant. Saddle up the horses, get these three cowboys to get their backsides in gear and let's get going.'

*** 

Barney Thomson watched from above, but he was no longer paying attention as Mulholland and Proudfoot moved away from his line of vision and started distributing orders to the three lamentable surviving monks. Instead, his fingers twitched in time with his waking dream.

And all the time, unlike Mulholland, he did not feel the spectre of Death at his shoulder; even though, in his case, Death was right there, in the flesh, manoeuvring the corpse of Brother Copernicus into the little-used store room. Death quietly closed the door, then continued to pull the body farther into the room. He did not light a candle and did not try to open the shutters. Death, as a rule, was not afraid of the dark. Tough bastard, Death, no mistake.

Had Barney just been dreaming, he might have heard by now. But this hallucination went beyond that. He was sliding down that hill; madness beckoned, in all its glorious uncertainty. Everything could be as you wanted it to be in madness. You wanted to spend your life working in a barber's shop, never killing anyone and never being suspected of mass murder? No problem, you could be there any time you liked, and you could stay forever. And at the end of your day, you didn't have to go home to your own wife, you could go home to any woman you wanted; and before this fantasy had run its course, Barney would go home to Barbara, the most attractive sister-in-law on the planet; and he wouldn't have to construct a place for his brother, because in this perfect dream-world his brother wouldn't exist.

Barney closed his eyes, but sleep was a long way off. Why sleep, when you could have everything you wanted? And all the while Death went about his business behind, opening a cupboard door and moving the leaden, de-handed body of the Abbot inside. He closed the door; there was a quiet murmur of a hinge, but no more. Barney would have heard it in other circumstances.

Brother Steven made sure the door was closed properly, although it would be some time before anyone would go looking there. The adrenaline rush had slowed, and now he had that wonderful post-stabbing afterglow to which he'd become addicted.

His eyes had become accustomed to the light.

He noticed Barney.

A body on the floor, and not of my doing, he thought. And he looked at it with some curiosity. Too dark to see who it was, and so he took a tentative few steps towards it, bending low to better identify the suspect.

'Well, help m'boab!' he said upon realisation; for it was inevitable. If you are going to spend your life reciting the words of others, eventually you will quote Paw Broon. 'Barney Thomson; the great killer himself.'

The words were spoken quietly, but not so quietly that Barney should not have heard. But Barney was mad – for the moment. And so Death approached, then knelt down and looked at the face of Barney Thomson from no more than a few inches. The eyes were shut, the breathing even and regular.

Brother Steven fingered the knife which had once more been stashed inside the confines of his great cloak. This could be the easiest of the lot. One sweep of the arm and the knife would be embedded in Barney's back.

He was fascinated. Brother Jacob. Seemingly mild-mannered and innocent. And yet, the talk had been about nothing else between the monks since they'd learned of his true identity. The Great Glasgow Serial Killer, they were calling him. Brother Jacob; couldn't hurt a fly.

Brother Steven had sometimes wondered if his own exploits would be remembered. Once all this became known, would people talk about it for generations? Sometimes these things captured the imagination of the press and public and sometimes they didn't. Jack the Ripper, the great example. Five victims. Good medical work, stacks of blood, a city held in the grip of terror, a whole bunch of movies and an episode of Star Trek; but small potatoes in the serial killer game. There had been others who had done much more for their art, but who'd only received a tenth of the infamy. There had just been something about Jack the Ripper.

So how would it be with him? Would he get the kind of acclaim now being enjoyed by Barney Thomson? What had they said? Seven or eight deaths? He had now done that fourfold. Of the two, he was much the greater headcase. Of these two princes of the serial killer game, he was the man who should be king.

He hadn't started out thinking like this. He had initially, of course, intended to frame Brother Jacob. But that had been back then, when his plans had been small. Somewhere along the way, when the blood and the excitement had begun to infest his mind, he'd become consumed with the immensity of the whole. Of what he was achieving. And now he thought of something for the first time; only now, when Barney Thomson lay in front of him, did all the threads come together to make a Balaclava of unease.

When this was out, when all these great events at the Abbey of the Holy Order of the Monks of St John became known, when the magnificent revenge for Two Tree Hill had been revealed and popularised and turned into a Hollywood movie with Anthony Hopkins and Sean Connery, would they not all think that Barney Thomson was the killer? How, in fact, would Two Tree Hill become known at all? The press and public, those ravenous fools, feasting on mistrust and misconception, would think it a continuation of Thomson's Glasgow rampage. Would the truth ever come out?

Barney's eyes remained closed; his face lay still above the hole to the world beneath. He had moved on to a Madonna 'Like a Prayer', just a really weird haircut to give to a bloke, but in his mind his hands wove their magic and the drier blew hot air like breath from a sun-kissed Mediterranean island.

Bastard, thought Brother Steven. He will steal my thunder, my name, my infamy. This bastard will steal my place in history.

Steven breathed deeply; an angry sneer invaded his face, his lips curled. Suddenly he hated Barney Thomson as much as he had hated all those morons who'd driven his father from the true path of his life. It was bad enough to steal a man's possessions or to steal his wife, perhaps even bad to take his life, but it was nothing to match that of taking his name and his reputation, of stealing the honour of having committed the deeds for which he should be known. From Alexander the Great pretending that it was he who'd conquered the known world, and not his half-brother Maurice, to Milli Vanilli achieving fame on the back of Pavarotti's early studio work, history was replete with those living off the deeds of others.

He, Steven Cafferty, could not allow this to happen. Before he was done, the world would know who he was and what he had achieved. Men would bow before him; presidents would drink from the poisoned chalice of his vision; kings and queens would bow in honour of his accomplishments; God himself would pay homage to him in celebration of his munificence. But, most of all, before he did anything else, before he walked down any other road, before he continued his extraordinary peregrination around the world of revenge, before he sank his teeth into the apple of retribution, Barney Thomson must die.

The knife hovered in the air above Barney's back. Steven's grip was light but steady; he could feel the blood meandering limply through Barney's veins, he could smell and taste it. This death would be sweeter than the murder of Herman, sweeter than the murder of the Abbot.

He could smell it, while Barney did not move. And so the knife began its pungent plunge towards the waiting spine of Barney Thomson.

A Walk In The Hills

––––––––
They set out on the walk from the Abbey of the Holy Order of the Monks of St John to Durness. Twenty miles across fields and glens and hills of the deepest snow. They had to wade through it at some points; at others they had to plough through drifts nearly five feet high; everywhere the snow was at least two feet deep and the going was painfully slow. Proudfoot was at the back, walking in the cleared paths of the others. This was indeed an incredible journey; of the octopus, lion and snake variety.
Mulholland, Proudfoot, Brother Martin, Brother Raphael and Brother Edward. The monks had discarded their robes, so that this looked like any normal collection of seriously deranged hikers prepared to go out in all weathers. The sort of people who would be best booking mountain rescue in advance.

They would do well to get a third of the way through their journey before nightfall, Brother Raphael having delayed departure further by insisting on praying; in the end, he had only reluctantly left the abbey, being more than prepared to die and meet his maker. God will take care of us, he had said. He's not done much of a job so far, Mulholland had thought.

Martin led the way. He had sat and prayed along with Raphael, not wishing to upset his brother, but that had been for the last time. When he got to civilisation, if he ever reached it, he intended throwing off the shackles of the cloak forever. If he lived through this, the first thing he was going to do was get in touch with one of the tabloids, sell his story – 'I Was Too Cool to Die,' Says Brave Monk Hunk Hero – then go on a world tour, taking large quantities of drugs and alcohol and whatever else there was on the planet to dull, remove or pervert your sensibilities; while at the same time sleeping with everything – woman, man, animal, inflatable or cardboard – he could get his hands on. Strange that only one week earlier he'd had it in mind himself to murder Brother Herman, for the man had been a bully who'd deserved all he'd received. He had thought of using Barney Thomson's scissors, little knowing that that was exactly what Barney had had in mind himself. Stupid that he'd gone to see Barney to threaten him to keep his mouth shut. Ironic.

Funny how life pans out, thought Martin, as he led the way through the snowfields.

Raphael slotted in behind. A man with an unshakeable belief in God. When it had become apparent that the killer's agenda included everyone in the monastery, he had been the only one not afraid. The test of true faith. When Death was near, or an inevitability, were you afraid of what came next, for if you truly believed in the Lord, then you need not be afraid. That was the ultimate test, and one which all of the brothers had failed, even Copernicus, as this demon had laid waste to the complement of the monastery. All except Brother Raphael. The man's faith was unyielding. He faced the prospect of Death with certainty and he knew that should he survive this fantastic ordeal, one day he would return to the abbey to start afresh.

All this, of course, did not mean that he hadn't decided to sell his story to the papers. Any one of them would do; Life and Work if necessary. He could use the money to get the monastery restarted. And as he walked, he made his plans for the future – not knowing that his future consisted of little more than five hours' ploughing through snow. A refurbished monastery, Spartan but comfortable. They would attract tourists, who could come and see life as it had been in simpler times. People fell for that stuff all the time, he thought. A brilliant idea. They'd get all sorts of tourists wanting to go for it. Prince Charles for a start, and then the Americans would come in droves. Women too – they could accept them. They would get all sorts of Scandinavian Uberchicks, like the lassies in Abba, only with sensible hair. They could have mixed saunas, with Gregorian chant playing over the Tannoy; massages; all kinds of things. The investment opportunities were endless; for why couldn't money and religion mix? The Vatican had been doing it for centuries. They could get production companies in to make movies and stuff. They could steal Cadfael from whomsoever had it at that time; they could get The Name of the Rose follow-up; maybe some entirely new monk detective scenario; then, of course, there'd be the Barney Thomson biopic with Billy Connolly; or, if the worst came to the worst, they could always fall back on the Nordic connection and get sleazy low-budget Scandianavian porn flics, with names like Swedish Nympho Nuns Go Sex! and Lesbian Monastery Bitches Get Ugly. And so, the longer he walked, the more Brother Raphael was lured by Mammon, the further he got away from the abbey – in more ways than one.

Brother Edward faced the inevitability of the future. This business had merely confirmed what he'd already known – that the life of a monk was not for him. He would have to return to the real world and deal with the demons which awaited him. If it meant that he had to sleep with hundreds of women, casting them aside like so much chaff to the winds of fate, then so be it. If his life was to be one long inferno of endless sex and bitter retribution from long-distance telephone boxes, then that was how it must be. Perhaps he would even be able to do it for a living. Gigolo Ed, working the holiday resorts in the south of France, escorting the old and infirm to casinos and restaurants, then slipping from their beds while the night remained young and they lay snoring; making off with their jewellery, maybe – although that was another game altogether – then ending up with some young Mediterranean floozy at two o'clock in the morning, knee deep in sangria and pubic hair. It was a black future and it lay heavily upon his shoulders; he knew, however, that there would be no escape.

Mulholland was still in some sort of daze. He would have liked to have been consumed by determination to get them all to safety and to bring Barney Thomson to justice, but he was sapped of enthusiasm to the point of capitulation. He wanted Proudfoot to escape, but no longer cared about the other three. A sense of duty would drive him to protect them, but what did he care now? For, as he walked, he surveyed the battlefield of his future, and it was barren and laid waste. His life was Flanders Fields.

Melanie was gone, who knew for how long. Possibly forever, and in his heart he couldn't have cared less whether she returned or not. He tried picturing her in the arms of some bloke from Devon, but the image induced nothing in him. No anger, no jealousy, no pain. And what of the job? What was his future to be in the police after it was revealed that approximately three hundred monks had been murdered under his nose? Dispatched to catch Barney Thomson, and instead the man had gone on a mass murder spree while Mulholland had slept.

And so his thoughts turned to what else he could have done to ensure the safety of this pathetic band. Should he have kept them all together in the main hall from the minute he'd arrived? Made sure they'd gone to the toilet in sixes and sevens? What else could have kept them safe? Not the twos he had suggested. Even then, he'd repeated his folly that morning with the Abbot and Brother Steven.

He hadn't imagined glory when he'd set out on this investigation; hadn't imagined much of anything. But that it would come to this: in future years this would be taught in police colleges as a perfect example of an investigation gone wrong. How not to handle a murder inquiry. How not to protect the public. How not to chase a serial killer across the country. From now on, whenever an officer made a hash of a case, they'd be said to have done a Mulholland. Hear about Jonesy staking out the wrong house and arresting the Chief Super's daughter? Aye, mate, the daft bastard did a Mulholland.

The monks all thought about women, in their way; and like Mulholland, Proudfoot was dazed. She hadn't encountered this much death since Die Hard II, and while that may have been a seminal piece of film-making, it just hadn't prepared her for two left hands lying on a table, warm blood still oozing. That, and everything which had gone before.

So, as she walked, Proudfoot did not think about the future. Her mind was concentrated on two left hands on a table. And as she watched them, mostly they lay still, but sometimes the fingers twitched; sometimes there was no blood, and sometimes the blood still pulsed from them; sometimes they looked inanimate, almost inhuman, as if they'd never had life, and sometimes they moved around; they walked on fingers, they danced, they cavorted, they fought. It was not the worst that she'd witnessed in these past two days, but it had captured her imagination. Imprisoned it, so that it held her mind captive to the vision. Two amputated hands were all she saw. As she walked, twice her feet slipped into freezing streams, twice she banged her knees on rocks, but nothing fazed her. The walk through the snow was slow and tortuous, but she barely noticed. Proudfoot's mind was on those two left hands. Occasionally she escaped the vision, but only to wonder in a detached way – as if it wasn't her at all – why it was that they held such an entangling grip on her mind, and why Barney Thomson would do something so bizarre; because that was what it was. Everyone who commits murder has their reasons, but why two left hands? Very eccentric behaviour. And so she contemplated the criminal mind, but only briefly, before she was brought back to those two hands on the table. Sometimes still, sometimes animated, sometimes in conversation. 'Here, Billy, give us a hand, mate.' 'You make that so-called "joke" one more time, you moron, and I'll punch your head in.'

In her way, Proudfoot was also going slightly mad; just not as mad as Barney, and with a much greater chance of recovery. She walked at the back; occasionally Mulholland turned to enquire after her well-being and she found the words to answer, and she didn't notice the cold and the snow and the blue skies turning to grey.

*** 

It was slow going, but they did not stop until darkness was almost upon them; by which time they were a little over a third of the way through their journey. Martin stopped ahead of the others, some fifty yards in front, and waited for them to catch up. He was in a small area of flat ground, the snow some two feet deep. As they approached, they could hear the sound of a small river somewhere underneath, and they all walked with trepidation down the line of Martin's footfalls. The skies were grey, turning darker, and were it not for the brightness of the snow, the light would have completely disappeared.

The four struggled up almost as one, none of them happy. Raphael's fantasies had given way to tiredness and cold; Edward was numb, mentally and physically; Mulholland was numb, trying to retain some semblance of authority; Proudfoot was numb, two hands dead in front of her. They arrived a sorry bunch, and Martin did not waste much time.

'I don't think we should go on much farther in the dark. Who knows where we could end up? If we clear away the snow from around here, it'll probably be flat enough to pitch the tent.' And as he said it, he pulled a spade from his backpack, as if he was pulling a rifle from its holster, and immediately got to work on an area in the middle of the flat ground.

There were two more spades among the party, and these were taken up by Mulholland and Edward. Raphael chose to pray, while Proudfoot thought about two detached hands crawling up her chest and tightening around her neck.

*** 

Brother Steven watched from close range, lying on the ground – suitably attired in white, becoming one with the snow – behind a hill. Darkness had fallen, the clouds had returned. There was the hint of snow in the air again, the first faltering flakes, but there was no wind and there would be no blizzard. No drifts, no swirling tumult, just another few inches onto the layer of snow already covering the ground.

Steven had benefited from the snow, and now he suffered by it. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. All that stuff. The blizzard had kept the desperate horde from fleeing the abbey in the first place; now it stopped him stealing stealthily across the ground towards the tent and the two figures on watch, huddled around the fire. They had positioned themselves well, chosen their location wisely. It would be difficult for him to make an approach unseen; not until one of them fell asleep.

He could just have shot them, of course, now that he was in possession of Sheep Dip's gun, but that would be his last resort. Guns were so unnecessarily vulgar. To be any fun, he had discovered, the poison being a valuable lesson, murder had to be hands-on. The feel of the victim's blood on your skin, warm and delicious; the sudden relaxation of their muscles at the moment of death; that last breath, so much richer and deeper and fuller than any other. Like a Château Lafite '61.

So the gun would be his final option. If it looked as if the police might make it to Durness, then he would do what he had to do. Otherwise the gun stayed tucked away.

Brother Steven lay and watched and waited. It would have to be that night, for if they set off early enough in the morning they would make Durness before nightfall the next day; but it was not yet midnight and there were many hours of darkness ahead. Steven settled further into the snow, his eyes narrowed, and he waited.

*** 

It was cold and the two figures huddled close to the fire, although not close together. Erin Proudfoot and Brother Edward. An explosive combination; at least in the eyes of Brother Edward. For now he was a man alone, free of the confines of his cloak and of his vows before God; a man alone with a woman, a possible contender for his first boat trip down the river of mistrust.

Proudfoot stared into the flames, trying to concentrate the warmth of them into her bones; while all the time she thought about two hands dancing on a table, like Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly. Had no thoughts for Brother Edward, despite his assumptions. If she turned away from the flames it was to look around the field of snow in which they sat, but she knew that their position made a surprise attack difficult. Her main concern was staying awake, but at that moment it wasn't a problem. Fred and Gene were making sure of that.

'So, you're in the police, then?' said Edward, breaking the silence. It had taken him nearly an hour to work out his best opening line, and in the usual way the one he'd chosen was the first he'd thought of. Uninspiring, certainly, but better than What's a stunning bit of crumpet like you doing in the police? or If we're quick we could probably get a session in before this Thomson bloke knows what we're up to.

'What?' she said, some thirty seconds later; Edward was beginning to think that he was going to get the same reaction he'd once got from Wee Betty Barstool in first year.

'The police?' he said. 'You're in the police.'

She nodded, still distracted. She could talk and think about Fred and Gene at the same time.

'Aye,' she said. Why was it that every single bloke on the planet who hit on her had to express surprise that she was in the police?

'Right,' he said. One-word answers, he thought; this might be tricky. Still, he had fried tougher fish. 'Must be hard, you know, a good-looking bit of stuff like yourself. Must be hard sometimes with these criminals, you know.'

'How do you mean?'

'Well, you know, a good-looking bird. It must be hard getting respect from criminals and all that, when they probably just see you as a bit of tottie.'

Fred and Gene briefly vanished and she switched on to ex-Brother Edward. Was strangely fascinated that anyone would try and hit on anyone else at a time like this; before, all too soon, the dancing twins came waltzing back.

'If you're looking for a shag, forget it, creep,' she said, before disappearing once more into the void.

'Oh,' said Edward. She must be gagging for it, he thought.

There was a movement behind and they both turned quickly; instant adrenaline, instant fright. Mulholland emerged from the tent. They relaxed. Proudfoot lost herself once again; Edward accepted defeat.

'Couldn't sleep,' said Mulholland. 'If either of you want to go in, it's all yours.'

Edward waited a decent interval of a few seconds, heard nothing from Proudfoot, then stood up to accept the offer. And so Mulholland took his place at the fire, as Edward disappeared back into the tent. Believing as he went that he would have had her if the idiot hadn't appeared. Would add her to his list in any case; it'd been close enough.

'You all right?' said Mulholland after several minutes of looking at the grey landscape.

She shrugged; he sensed the movement without looking at her.

'Don't know,' she said. 'Can't get the image of those two hands out of my head. Stupid, I suppose.'

'It's not stupid.'

'I mean, given everything else we've seen in the last couple of days, that was hardly the worst of it. But I'm haunted by them. I've even given them names.'

He turned and looked at her. The cold face, with lips full and warm. Sucking him in.

'Names?' he said. 'Mr Left and Mr Right? Or rather, Mr Left and Mr Left II?'

'Fred and Gene,' she said.

'Oh.' He continued to look at her; she stared into some indistinct patch of snow. Pale cheeks, lips a delicious purply-red, that glorious air of vulnerability and the chance to protect her. I'm never letting her out of my sight, he thought.

Something which he would be forced to deny within five minutes.

'Fred West and Jean... I don't know, somebody loony?' he asked.

'Astaire and Kelly.'

'Right. I don't think I want an explanation for that.'

'I don't know,' she said, 'maybe there's some weird psychic thing going on. Trying to tell me something about those two hands. Like there might be something strange about it.'

'What? You think there might be something strange about two left hands lying on a table? Bloody right there is, Sergeant. It's way strange.'

'That wasn't what I meant.'

'You mean Fred and Gene are embedded in your subconscious for a reason? Your inner detective self is trying to tell you something?'

'Aye, I think so.'

'I don't buy any of that stuff, Sergeant, I'm afraid. You know what you know in this job. When you start relying on some loony sixth sense, you're usually desperate.'

She looked round at him for the first time since they'd started talking. Something of an ironic smile on her face.

'Of course. And at the moment we're not even remotely desperate. There are still plenty of us left to kill. Won't be any need to panic until there's at least another ten dead.'

'You know what I mean.'

'Well, what's instinct, then? We all rely to some degree on instinct.'

Mulholland stared at the white landscape, wondering where Barney Thomson was hiding. Wondering if he was out there at all. Wondering if within himself there should be some gut instinct telling him the answers to all their problems. He found no inspiration, but realised that he was looking at the snow through more snow. Large white flakes drifting down in straight lines, increasing in intensity as he watched. Christmas snow, of the type which ought to have been accompanied by Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra, sleigh bells ringing, children singing, reindeer, Nat King Cole, presents, chestnuts roasting on an open fire, the peal of a bell and that Christmas-tree smell, turkey, mistletoe and mulled wine.

'Fuck.'

'Aye,' said Proudfoot. 'Fred and Gene don't seem to mind, though. They're still dancing.'

'Oh, that's what they're doing.'

'What did you think?'

Another noise from the tent behind, and the former Brother Edward reappeared, pulling his jacket on as he came, shivering noisily. Mulholland turned; Proudfoot didn't even bother.

'Sorry, I'm dying to take a slash,' he said. 'I'll just nip over here.'

'Don't go too far,' said Mulholland, thinking that he really ought to accompany him, but having no intention of leaving Proudfoot alone for even half a minute. With a killer like Barney Thomson, that could be all he needed.

From a short distance, the white-clad figure of Brother Steven noticed Edward's appearance. This would be the distraction he'd been looking for. A chance. Immediately his blood boiled, his heart began to thump, hormones gallivanted triumphantly around his body. He began an unseen crawl towards the campfire, an expectant smile coming to his face, already tasting splattered blood on his tongue.

'One of us should go with him,' said Proudfoot.

Mulholland watched as Edward walked off twenty yards and started looking for a decent place to pee in the snow. Like a dog.

'We can see him from here,' said Mulholland, knowing she was right. But there was a conundrum with it, of course. 'One of us goes after him, it means there's one of us left on our own at the fire.'

'I can take care of myself, Chief Inspector, just as I'm sure you can.'

'Just as you're sure Sheep Dip could've.'

'Well, I'll be fine, but if I go after him he'll think I want to have sex. On you go.'

Mulholland looked at her; had his doubts. A few minutes ago he'd never been going to let her out of his sight again. He looked round at Edward, who had decided on the right place and was now trying to wrestle the business end of his genitals free from fifteen layers of clothing. Mulholland thought about it, knew his duty, but also knew that every other decision he'd taken since they'd left Glasgow had been wrong.

'Right,' he said eventually, standing up. 'But the first sign of anything and you scream your head off. You got that?'

She nodded without looking at him. Somewhere in her confused head she recognised his concern for what it was, but, having finished the conversation, she now went back to watching the dancing all-stars.

His mind made up, another bad decision, Mulholland walked quickly over to where Edward stood with his back to the campfire, tackle bared to the elements, making his mark.

And so, Brother Steven saw his chance. It had fallen kindly for him, for Edward had moved to the other side of the campsite, away from him. The chances of him being able to get around there in time, undetected and in the thick snow, were impossible. Now he had a clear path to the middle of the camp, where Sergeant Proudfoot sat alone, her mind elsewhere, easy prey for a killer.

Proudfoot stared into the fire, occasionally prodding at it with a stick, stirring up the embers, moving wood. She didn't look over her shoulder at the two men to her right, one doing a tremendous Matterhorn of a pish, and the other doing his best to watch the man, but not what he was doing.

Brother Steven crept ever closer. Like a lizard he crawled through the snow with tremendous speed, his nose scything through it, knife gripped commando-like between his teeth, with only a few inches of his body visible, and that blending with the snow on the ground and the thick, heavy flakes now coming down in a wall. Proudfoot was looking in the opposite direction anyway; Mulholland was constantly scanning the surroundings, watching for a sudden attack, but in this white-out, white falling against a white background, he did not see the figure in white advance upon the fire.

Proudfoot's instinct was overloaded by the presence of the two hands. There was no sixth sense to tell her that her killer approached from behind. No warning, no alarm bells, nothing to tell her that the frigid steel of death was about to be ripped across her throat.

Mulholland scanned again, as Edward went about the business of re-establishing everything where it was supposed to be. His eyes went around the camp area in a quick circle, but these were eyes trained to spot a drug dealer in a nightclub, not a man dressed in white against a background of white; and so he missed the creeping figure of Brother Steven as he scurried over the final few yards towards Proudfoot.

Steven transferred the knife to his hand; his eyes sparkled in the dull light; his body heaved; he began to rise above the snowline. He could taste Proudfoot's blood; he wished he had time to linger over this, his first female victim, but he would have to be quick. Didn't want to get into a bun-fight with the other four.

Ten yards became five. The snow passed in a rush. Too late, Proudfoot suddenly sensed the danger behind her. Mulholland watched the snow and had vague thoughts about football games played with orange balls.

There was another movement in the night. Steven was on top of Proudfoot as Brother Raphael staggered blindly out of the tent, bleary-eyed, in some need of answering the Lord's call. As Steven hung in the air over Proudfoot, waiting to bring the knife plunging fully down into the back of her neck, his distracted eye caught that of Raphael. Raphael's eyes ignited; and Steven's mind was made up.

A flurry in the snow. Proudfoot swivelled round, leaping to her feet, crying out as she did so; Mulholland was finally alerted to the predator; and Steven stabbed the knife viciously through the inadequately raised defences of Raphael's arms and into his face. Another thrust, and Raphael fell, the knife embedded.

Steven stared down at his latest victim, caught sight of Mulholland pounding, Edward floundering through the snow towards him. Felt Proudfoot about to pounce from behind. Did not turn; no thoughts of tackling everyone at once – murder should be measured – and he quickly took to the snow again, in lizard-like fashion. Proudfoot pounded after him, was almost there; but she was trained to chase vandals up busy streets. She slipped; her head was buried in the snow. And by the time she lifted herself up and Mulholland stood beside her, Brother Steven had vanished behind the vertical wall which descended upon them.

'You all right?' said Mulholland, breathless, kneeling beside her. Didn't care about poor Raphael, knife in his face.

She didn't answer, but stared towards the snow where Steven had disappeared. Barney Thomson, as she assumed. Eventually she nodded.

'Aye, I'm all right. Don't know about that poor bastard, though,' she said, indicating the wretched Raphael with her head.

They both turned and looked at him, and they watched the blood go cold on his face. Edward arrived, panting and scared, and saw the knife in his brother's face.

'Bloody hell,' was all he managed. But it was heartfelt.

There was a noise from the tent, then Martin's head protruded into the cold.

'Would you lot keep the sodding noise down out here,' said the monk. 'Some of us are trying to get a bit of kip.'

Hall Of Fame

––––––––
Brother Steven lay in wait. Heart still thumping, even though it was now three hours since he'd sent Brother Raphael on his way, red-carded, to the great changing room in the sky. Or down below – that was where he thought he'd sent Brother Raphael. All that praying crap had been a cover.
The four remaining victims-to-be were sat around the fire as, at last, with everything they could find to burn having been burned – including the clothes off the woebegone Raphael's back, and including the tent, as Mulholland had decreed that they took no covered shelter – it began to dwindle and die. Still some five hours before daylight, and Steven remained the most alert, the most stimulated by this feast of death.

And all the time he watched, all the time his thoughts changed. He still had no intention of letting any of them get to Durness, but the odd death after the arrival of daylight could be fun. Everyone preferred light to darkness, and we serial murderers are no different, he thought. He had begun to consider that maybe he might use the gun after all. It wouldn't do any harm to his reputation. Couldn't imagine Bundy turning to Dahmer in Hell and saying, 'What a woose; used a gun.' Not now, after all this carnage.

And besides, he could imagine the torture they were currently going through. The cold; the fear; the waiting. That would be the worst part for them. Not knowing when he would attack next. Having to be on edge, adrenaline pumping, for second after second, into minutes and hours, all through the night, when daybreak must seem years away. And he took as much pleasure from this thought as he did from the fact that eventually they would all die by his hand. There were stalkers and there were super-stalkers. He, Steven Cafferty, was the first mega-bumper, super-deluxe, thirty victims for the price of one, going all the way to Madame Tussaud's on an abattoir of desire, sure-fire Hall of Fame stalker.

And this part of it, this endgame, had been the best of the lot. Like a hungry wolf, he thought, then changed his mind. Like a sated wolf, but a wolf who just killed for the Hell of it. And he was destined to spend the next few hours smiling; smiling and going nowhere.

*** 

'I cannot believe that you burned the tent. It's three o'clock in the sodding morning, it's not going to be daylight for another gazillion years, it's absolutely bollock bloody freezing, and we've got no shelter because you've gone and burned the sodding tent.'

Mulholland stared into the dying fire. Had been wondering for some time now how effective it would be to place Raphael's body in it, but knew that it was not an option. If the only reason he was to live was because of that, he didn't think he wanted to. Barney Thomson might have killed the equivalent of half the population of Belgium, but if he, Mulholland, placed one dead body on a fire, the news would be all about him.

'I thought you were supposed to be a monk,' he said to Martin, looking up at last.

'Bugger the monk thing,' said Martin. 'I want to talk about you burning the sodding tent. What were you thinking? It's snowing like bollocks.'

'I didn't hear you protesting at the time,' said Mulholland.

'I assumed you knew what you were doing, being the police 'n all, but it's pretty bloody obvious you've no idea. It's snowing like fuck, the only shelter we have is a tent; what should we do? I know! Let's burn the bloody thing. Jesus Christ.'

Mulholland turned his aching, cold, exhausted limbs to face Martin. On a quick list of ten things he could really have done without at that moment, this would have been up there at the top, along with toothache, haemorrhoids, and Japanese viral encephalitis.

'So what do you think, heid-the-ba'? That we should all just have hung out in the tent? No one on watch, so that Barney Thomson could come charging up here and torch us where we huddled? He could see us, and we wouldn't have been able to see him.'

'Oh, and that's different from what we have at the moment, is it? Don't you call me heid-the-ba', you stupid bastard. You see Barney Thomson right now? Well, do you? Well, I'll tell you this, mate; that bastard can sure as fuck see us.'

'If we were in the tent we'd never see him coming.'

'You didn't see him coming the last time, did you, Mr Smartarse Wankstain. Brother Bloody Raphael didn't see him coming!'

'That's 'cause I was watching this eejit taking a piss.'

'Don't bring me into it,' said Edward, aroused from cold slumber by the raised voices. 'What, you're saying that I should just have pished in my breeks?'

'Oh, shut up, you 'n all,' barked Mulholland. 'The snow's falling, so there's cloud cover, so it's not as cold as it could be. We're all wrapped up well enough, and there's no reason why the four of us can't make it to Durness tomorrow.'

'Aye there is,' said Martin. 'There's one bloody good reason why we're not making it to Durness tomorrow.'

'Not if we're careful, not if we don't take our eyes off each other, and not if we stop the fuck arguing.'

'What? You think I'm going to trust you? I wouldn't trust you with my sister's tits.'

'Oh, for God's sake!' snapped Proudfoot, finally joining the fray. 'Would the lot of you just be quiet. However close he is, Barney Thomson is probably watching us and killing himself laughing at you lot. So can we all just shut the fuck up, stay awake, and keep a good lookout for something moving quickly over the snow at a low level?'

A few deep breaths were taken; a few words thought about; but nothing said. The words away and shite were on the tip of Martin's tongue, but this was life and death here, not some pointless argument in a pub after a long night's drinking.

Silence descended.

*** 

But, in her way, Proudfoot was wrong. Barney Thomson was not watching them and laughing. He lay no more than twenty yards away, low behind a small rise in the ground. He heard every word, but had not made an effort to look at them, knowing that they would not be going anywhere before daybreak. He had seen the drama with Brother Raphael, he had heard the raised voices, though not the subdued. He didn't know the whereabouts of Brother Steven; indeed, did not know that Steven's knife had hovered no more than two inches above his back before the killer had decided at the last second to spare his life; however, he knew Steven was at that moment doing the same as he himself, watching the small group around the dying fire.

At times since they had all left the monastery within fifteen minutes of each other, he had been aware of Steven; he had followed him, as Steven had followed the others, but since darkness had fallen and the snows returned, Steven had been lost to him. But all this time he had been waiting for something. The same thing which had so miraculously transformed his fortunes all those months earlier.

He had been waiting to come up with a brilliant idea. He had done it once before, so he assumed he should be able to do it again. A bit like Jim Bett; played a good game once – although no one could remember whom it was against – and everyone waited for him to repeat the performance. It just never happened. Barney had never heard of Jim Bett; he was not aware of the analogy, but he thought he could create another brilliant plan.

He knew he couldn't just barge into the middle of this little group, reveal all and expect everyone to believe him. The lynch mentality would probably take over. There had been too much said about Barney Thomson for everyone to readily believe anything he said. Honestly, Chief Inspector, the Abbot had two left hands... Not a hope. Unless he could think of some brilliant and spectacular plan, he was screwed. Condemned to be on the run for ever more. Of course, he'd been on the run even before he'd arrived at the monastery, but that had been another matter. Getting out of that would take a different plan altogether.

The group went silent for a while, then Barney could hear low voices starting up again. No arguments this time, so they were not clear enough for him to hear. He lay on his side, pulled his topcoat more closely to him, and settled down. He was tired, but there was little chance he would fall asleep. Too many things to think of. Or only one thing to think of, but it was a big one.

A brilliant plan; Barney needed a brilliant plan. And if it wasn't for the fact that he kept going slightly mad every now and again, imagining he was in a barber's shop, he might have got on a lot better.

*** 

'What happened to the monk in you?' asked Proudfoot.

The snow fell around her and she could feel herself giving in to tiredness and to the cold and to desperation.

Both Edward and Martin looked up, then Edward dropped his head when he realised she wasn't speaking to him. I'm not much of a monk either, he thought.

'What's the point?' said Martin. 'The Abbot, Herman, Saturday, Steven. All these guys with their God, it hasn't helped them. Look at Raphael, the poor bastard. What did he get for believing in God? A knife in the chops. Hallelujah, I don't think.'

'You must have believed some time, or you wouldn't have gone there,' said Mulholland. Despite the argument, despite being called a wankstain and not reacting by either a) arresting the bloke or b) kicking his head in, he had the same need for conversation as the rest.

Martin grunted. He would have reacted more favourably if the question had come from Proudfoot. Saw the opportunity for his first post-monastic conquest; knew there was stiff competition to come from Edward.

'I don't know, I suppose. But everyone who goes there has to have a reason. You don't shut yourself off from the world and its temptations if you're not seriously messed up in some way in the first place.'

'Ha, ha,' said Edward. 'The man's on the ball. You've just got to look around at the sorry collective. Too many weird guys with secrets to hide. We all went there with them, but they'd all come out in the wash eventually.'

'Yep,' said Martin, beginning to warm to Brother Edward, a monk he had barely spoken to in the past. 'Herman's a great example. The stern, deeply religious monk and all that. Mince. The guy killed a man once, you know. Committed murder, and ended up at the monastery on the run. I suppose he felt he had to stay there for a while, and eventually just got used to it. His true home, bullying weirdoes and secret-keepers like himself.'

'Adolphus, ridiculed out of his home town for cross-dressing.'

'Common enough these days,' said Proudfoot.

'You think? He was cross-dressing with donkeys. Used to walk around the town centre at two in the morning wearing nothing but a nosebag and a harness.'

'But you see,' said Martin, 'it's not just the idiosyncrasies, it's the men who had them. Sure, some guys are delighted to be put in nappies and get breast-fed when they're thirty, like Brother Jerusalem, but some folks just can't handle it. The shame or whatever. Drives 'em nuts, so that they end up at places like that monastery.'

'So, you're saying that everyone there was a total pervert of some description?' said Mulholland. Fully prepared to believe it, too.

'No, no,' said Edward. 'You have to give some of these characters their due. Frederick's been there since the Great War, the poor guy. Driven there by shellshock. There are a bunch of us sent by women in some way or another; nothing wrong about that. Festus went just because he couldn't be accepted anywhere else. A bit weird, but not any kind of a loon. But you see, that's the point; maybe we weren't all perverts 'n all, but we did all have some serious mindset problems which drove us there. Drove us away from society, you know what I mean?'

'The lad's talking a lot of sense,' said Martin. 'Not all perverts, certainly, but a bigger bunch of social screw-ups you couldn't hope to find.'

'So what was your thing?' asked Mulholland. A bit sadistically, he had to admit, hoping that it still upset the man.

'Doesn't matter,' said Martin, which was certainly true. 'It was a long time ago. It was a woman that did it, though, a bloody woman. No offence there, miss.'

'None taken,' said Proudfoot.

'And what about the Abbot?' said Mulholland. 'Until just before the end there, he seemed like a reasonably normal bloke.'

A look passed between Edward and Martin, then it was lost in the snow.

'No one was really sure,' said Martin. 'There was a guy with secrets that no one could uncover. Sure, there were all sorts of rumours and stuff, but nothing any of us could ever get to the bottom of.'

'It might have been something to do with the right hand,' said Edward.

'Yep,' said Martin. 'That was the big one. The big rumour.'

'What do you mean?' said Mulholland. 'What about his right hand? I didn't notice anything odd about it.'

'That, Chief Inspector, was because you didn't see it at all. I thought you police were supposed to be observant?'

'What d'you mean, I didn't see it?'

'Think about it,' said Edward, and Proudfoot got to it before Mulholland, although the man was not far behind.

'Right,' she said. 'He kept it tucked away in his cloak the whole time. I just presumed he was cold.'

'Right,' said Mulholland. It had registered at the time, then had moved slowly into that part of the brain from where thoughts were rarely retrieved.

'None of us knew the score. There were a hundred guesses, but no one knew the right answer. Webbed fingers, a claw, a talon...'

'A third eye on the end of his thumb...'

'Exactly,' said Martin. 'Who knew? The guy could have had anything up there. It could have been something onto which he screwed stuff, like drills and razors and electric toothbrushes. But whatever it was, it was way weird, and that's why he was at the monastery.'

Fred and Gene, who had vanished with the near-attempt on her life, suddenly danced across the front of Proudfoot's vision; and then, before she could pin them down and ask them why they'd returned, they were off again.

'So I reckon he was toying with us, this Barney Thomson character,' said Edward.

'How come?' asked Mulholland. Stupid question, he thought. Barney Thomson had been toying with the police since the very first time he'd been interviewed by MacPherson and Holdall.

'The hand thing. He knows every one of us was dying to know what the Abbot's right hand was like. So what does he do? He taunts us. He cuts off the bloke's left hand and leaves it lying there.'

'Some sort of weird Freudian thing,' said Martin.

'No,' said Edward, 'I'm not so sure. I think it was more of a subtle irony kind of a business. Freud didn't do subtle irony.'

'Get out of my face!' said Martin incredulously.

'Yeah, all right. Maybe it was Sigmund Freud, maybe it was Ziggy Stardust. Whatever, the guy was taunting us. Messing with our minds, even more than he's messed with them already. And it's the jouisance of it all, the sheer revelling in barbarism. Really cool in a way, but not when it could happen to us.'

'Cool?' said Mulholland.

'Aye, well, cool, aye, sort of,' said Edward.

'You people are even more screwed in the head than I thought.'

'But you can see his point,' said Martin, warming still to Edward, despite the gentle altercation over Freud. 'He's been killing monks with general alacrity all over the shop, leaving the evidence for everyone to see. Tied to one another, propped against a tree, burned to a crisp, whatever. Then, suddenly, he changes his method. For no apparent reason, rather than leave the two bodies lying around, he only leaves the hands. The left hands. We know they're both dead, and yet the bodies are missing. And mixed in with that you've got the symbolism of the left hand, when he knows full well that Ed, Raphael and me would love to see the right. If that ain't cool, Chief Inspector, what is it?'

Mulholland stared at him, his mouth slightly open. A snowflake landed on his bottom lip. He didn't blink. Turned his head slowly to look at Proudfoot, and she stared back at him, the same look on her face and in her eyes. At last, for the first time since they'd set out on their journey to find Barney Thomson, they were beginning to think like detectives. Something didn't sound right; something demanded an explanation; and it was staring them in the face. Fred and Gene lay dead on the table in front of Proudfoot, while the same vision came to Mulholland. Two left hands. Different sizes, but the same colouring.

Killers don't just change their methods overnight for nothing. And Barney Thomson was no killer. There was always an explanation.

'This right hand of the Abbot. Any other suggestions as to what it was? Were any of the rumours stronger than the others?' asked Mulholland. Not really concerned with the answer, just giving himself more time to think. But already he felt the fear beginning to creep up his back; the hairs on the back of his neck slowly lift against the collar of his jacket; a shiver cascade across his body. The knowledge that Barney Thomson, the harmless killer, had not been murdering these monks, knowledge that he'd had all along, and which had been denied by the evidence, was making a late entrance to the party of the investigation.

'There were a stack-load of other things,' said Edward. 'Some said he had a cloven hoof, and you can guess why he'd want to hide that. Some said it was a gangrenous stump, some said leprosy, some said he had two left hands, some said he had a pincer. There were all sorts of things. All sorts. Don't know that any of them... what?'

Mulholland and Proudfoot stared at one another. Immediately they both took quick looks over their shoulders and around the unprotected, vulnerable field of snow which marked their territory. Suddenly the enemy had become much, much more dangerous.

'What?' said Edward. Martin said nothing, but his eyes squinted at the two police officers, his mind slowly beginning to catch up. 'What?' said Edward again.

'Two left hands,' said Martin.

Mulholland stood up and took a more solid look around the area. Vulnerable didn't cover it. They were sitting ducks. But then there were four of them and one of him, and as long as they stuck together and kept their eyes open.

'No,' said Edward, 'no way. That was just about the weirdest of the lot. How can you tell? Just because his left hand was there and so was Brother Steven's... Oh.' The slow process of Edward's thoughts. 'Steven? Steven? What are you saying?'

'What do you know about him?' said Mulholland, directing his question at Martin. He could ask questions of Edward some time in the future, when his brain was in the same time zone as the rest of them.

'Not sure,' said Martin. 'He always played the straight man, you know. Knew a lot of stuff, was quite literary. Used to quote stuff all the time, philosophers and that, but that was it. I suppose none of us knew the guy. He seemed to be friendly enough with Brother Jacob, mind you.'

'In it together?' said Proudfoot.

Mulholland shook his head. 'We're not making the same mistake twice. Barney Thomson isn't killing anyone. In fact, I'd bet your gran's arse that the bloke's dead already. Shit, we've been stupid.'

'How were we supposed to know that the Abbot had two left hands? How could we know that?'

'Not just that,' said Mulholland, 'it's everything, right from the off. We both knew it wasn't Thomson. It had to be one of the monks, and we never investigated it properly.'

'Wait a minute, wait a minute, wait a minute,' said Edward, voice slightly fevered.

'What?' said Proudfoot and Mulholland in unison.

'Are you saying that those two left hands both belonged to the Abbot, and that it was Brother Steven who killed him rather than Barney Thomson?

'Brilliant, Brother,' said Proudfoot. 'Well caught up. The rest of us realised that about eight minutes ago.'

'Help m'boab,' said Edward. 'Help m'fucking boab.'

And the words disappeared into the snow, and nothing else was said for some time. Mulholland stood and looked at the snow, moving in a slow circle. Wondering where Brother Steven lay, wondering to what advantage they would be able to put this new knowledge.

While fifty yards away, Steven lay and watched, toying with the possibility of taking Mulholland out where he stood with a single shot. However, this he decided against, and instead he pondered what it was that had suddenly brought Mulholland to his feet. That, and why they'd been so stupid as to burn their tent.

Getting Very Near The End, And We'd Like To Thank You All For Coming

––––––––
Inevitably the day dawned. Low, cold skies, the snow no longer falling, the white on the ground reflected dull grey with the clouds. The four of them were still huddled around the fire, although it had long since extinguished; a strange clutch at a straw of comfort. Edward was asleep where he sat, cross-legged, hands clasped as if in prayer in his lap, his head hung. Martin was in exactly the same position, but his eyes were open, staring at the circle of charred wood and black ash which was all they had left to cling to. Proudfoot was sleeping in an uncomfortable position, her legs splayed, her arms tucked, her head in Mulholland's lap. And only he sat alert, constantly on the lookout for Brother Steven. The new threat.
Occasionally he wondered what had become of Barney Thomson, but it was an irrelevance. Suddenly it was no longer about him, and their situation appeared all the more perilous. Regardless of how many had already perished at the hands of the killer, when he'd assumed it had been Barney Thomson there had still been something unlikely about the whole thing; he still held the firm belief that, if it came to it, he'd be all right because there was no way that the miserable barber was doing anything to him. Murderer or not, he had it in his head that Barney was a big girl's blouse.

However, now the goal posts had been shifted. In fact, not so much shifted as had been transported to a different pitch for a different sport on a different planet in a different universe. It was like being 5-0 down with twenty minutes left, thinking you're playing Sprackly Heath Ladies' Over-60s Dominoes XI, and that you'll be able to come back no problem; when it turns out that in fact you're playing the 1970 Brazil team, and that not only are you not coming back, you're about to get pumped even more.

Mulholland's mind was rambling.

He looked down at Proudfoot, her face cold and blue; at ease, nevertheless. He felt like he could stay that way; he could sit there for days, with this cold face in his lap. But he had to be willing. He had almost totally failed in his duty to protect the monks, but he could at least make sure that she made it back to safety. As for himself, did he care anymore? Wife gone (good riddance), job down the toilet (good riddance), and that was all there had been in his life up to that point. Could he go and start from scratch?

The whole thing was getting near the end. He felt it; he knew that Steven must make his move before they reached Durness. It seemed like they'd been ambling through the Highlands one day and the next plunged into confrontation, death and terror; a confrontation that was screaming towards a conclusion. And the weight on his shoulders that was the manifestation of this thought dragged him farther and farther down, so that he no longer cared. And yet the fear was still there, so from where did that emotion come?

He shook Proudfoot's shoulder, felt her muscles tense; her eyes opened and she sat up. A moment's hesitation, then she looked about her, saw the dawn of the day, felt the embarrassment of having fallen asleep on his lap and moved away from him.

'We should get going,' she said.

'Aye,' he replied. He turned to Edward and nudged his ribs. 'Come on, we've got to move.'

Edward's head lifted slowly up, his eyes opened and wrinkled, a low groan escaped the back of his throat. He immediately thought of Brother Raphael, and avoided turning his head to where the naked body lay covered with snow.

'Right,' he said, and was the first person to stand up. The quicker they moved, the quicker they could return to civilisation, the quicker he could get on with his life. Not for a second did he allow himself to think about death. Death happened to other people, and not to him. Not for a long time yet. That was what he thought.

As the others stood up, brushing themselves free of snow, starting the painful, uncomfortable process of getting their muscles moving and the warmth charging through their bodies, Brother Steven watched from afar.

He had backed off some since dawn had poked its uncertain head into the day. Disappointed that the night had not presented further opportunities, but murder was a waiting game. Everyone knew that.

He could probably have managed to take them on with two of them sleeping, but why bother? He'd come so far, achieved so much, why risk everything at this stage? His plan: to give it another couple of hours, see if he was presented with any more propitious moments, and, if not, bring out the Colt. And he had another, altogether more exciting plan for that. And so, let them taste the bittersweet tang of hot lead; let them feast on the brutal pungency of a steel bullet; let them enjoy the festival of punishment that manifested itself in the searing heat of the monster which was spewed forth from the gun; let them wallow in a cauldron of ballistic Parmesan and let their heads drown in a plate of bloody ordnance.

Steven's mind was also rambling. But he watched closely, preparing to move. He would track them all the way; if they slipped, if they strayed, if they wandered slightly from the course, he would pounce. And if they did not stray, he would shoot them.

A bloody good plan.

And as the four shook themselves down and prepared to start the final long haul to Durness, and as Brother Steven watched every move, Barney Thomson was still far from coming up with that brilliant plan. In fact, Barney slept. Soundly, eyes firmly shut, mind not even dreaming, head lodged in the pillow of a cloak, he slept. And as the others moved off and Steven shadowed them as closely as he could, Barney let it all pass him by.

*** 

Progress was slow. Men who walk through snow for a living, if there are such men, would have had trouble with this terrain. And as the morning passed, Mulholland began to doubt that they would reach Durness by evening. But he also knew they could not stop and be sitting ducks again. Whatever the weather and whatever the light, they had to limp on until they reached the safety of the town. He knew, however, his beating heart and his fevered mind told him, that they would not even get close to Durness before they had to answer the challenge. It was imminent. He could feel it. Everywhere.

As for how much ground they were covering and their exact location, he had no clue. Brother Martin led the way, claiming to know where he was going; and Mulholland had to trust him, for he himself could not have been more lost. Visibility wasn't bad, but it could have been a hundred miles and it wouldn't have made any difference. When everything was white, it was white.

He made his way past Edward and came up behind Martin, who he could tell was only grudgingly waiting for the rest of them.

'Martin!' he called out from some fifteen yards back to save the final effort of catching him up. Martin turned slowly and waited for him. Plucked himself from the dream of a Swiss chalet in winter; snow outside, a roaring fire and a strumpet of naked women inside.

'You know where we are?' asked Mulholland.

'No problem,' Martin said. He pointed to his left without looking. 'That's Ben Fleah over there, behind it is Beinn Achrah.' Made-up names, but he knew Mulholland wasn't going to know any better. Mulholland looked into the impenetrable white, one snow-covered physical feature pretty much blending into another.

'How can you possibly tell?' he asked.

Martin shrugged. Behind them, Edward and Proudfoot trudged slowly along their footfalls. Heads down, dreaming or depressed, their minds on other things. Neither of them looked up, or behind; and so Proudfoot did not notice that she was becoming detached at the back, and neither did Edward. Brother Steven noticed, however. Brother Steven noticed everything.

'Just can,' said Martin. 'I know these hills pretty well. When you're living with a bunch of goons like that mob, you like to get out sometimes.'

'To the town?'

'That would've been totally awesome, but I could never do it, you know? A guilt thing. Masochistic too, because I always teased myself. Allowed myself the chance to get there, but didn't do it. I don't know what that was all about, but I wasn't the only one doing weird stuff.'

'Well, you can do it now,' said Mulholland.

A large smile began to spread across Martin's face. 'You're right about that,' he said. 'Bloody right.'

Despite the tension, and his cement-mixer stomach, Mulholland laughed. Relief. Another clutch at a straw of comfort.

'So, what are you going to do, then?' he said. 'What's first on the list?'

The smile remained plastered to Martin's face. 'Sex,' he said. 'Stacks and stacks of sex.'

'Available in Durness, is it?'

'Don't care. I'll get it somehow. There's sex to be had in most places, and I'm gagging for it. So that's first, then I'm going to get steaming pished out of my face, then I'm going to have some more sex, then get a decent night's sleep in a warm, comfy bed, then I'm going to get up, have the fullest breakfast they have to offer, then I'm going to have stacks more sex.'

'Fine words for a monk,' said Mulholland, the smile still on his face. 'Think I might join you in getting pished out of your face, but I don't know where you're going to find all these women.'

Martin casually indicated the back of their line with a role of his eyes. 'Might try that wee bit of crumpet you've got there, mate, if you don't mind.'

Mulholland stopped smiling. Took another couple of quick steps and was alongside the man. Lowered his voice.

'One word, one suggestion, one anything in her direction, and I'm ripping your nuts off and stuffing them down your sodding throat. You got that, monkbrain?'

Martin also stopped smiling. But he nodded his head and immediately switched off. Typical police, he was thinking, but he didn't really care. Erin Proudfoot was all right, but there would be plenty more babes in the Sango Sands Oasis in Durness; even at this time of year.

Mulholland gave him another few seconds of hard looks, then gave up when he realised that Martin wasn't interested. So he turned round to check on the back of the line, looking to see that Proudfoot was all right. And that was how he came to notice that Proudfoot wasn't actually there.

The Bloody, Bitter End

––––––––
Mulholland immediately turned and started heading back, struggling through the snow. He nearly fell over a couple of times, the snow suddenly seemed a foot deeper. Edward stared at him as he approached, stepped gingerly out of the way as Mulholland reached him and pushed past.
'Proudfoot!'

Again he nearly fell. All this death he had encountered, but suddenly his heart was beating like it hadn't for years. Fear? What he had felt earlier, running this gauntlet, was not fear. This was it now, bloody and raw, and his chest heaved, his breaths came in uncomfortably tight spasms. He looked wildly around the grey-white blur, hoping that she had merely stepped from the path, modesty having got the better of good sense, but he knew she wouldn't be that stupid; and he had the gut-churning, sick-to-the-teeth feeling of the certain knowledge that this was serious. This was it. For all the build-up, they had suddenly, brutally, come to the bitter end.

Brother Steven waited.

Mulholland came to the point in their path where the snow was blurred and trampled to the side; tracks led away behind a hill; enough of a disturbance in the snow so that it was apparent she had been dragged off. He turned back to Martin and Edward, who were staring at him with only vague interest. He breathed deeply, knew that the only way was to be calm. There was no blood in the snow; Proudfoot's body had not been left dismembered where she'd been accosted; it could be that she was not yet dead.

Steven had been toying with them since they'd arrived; maybe he intended toying with them even more.

'You two come on,' he shouted back, the words muffled and dying under the weight of cold and snow and low cloud.

Martin held his hands out at his side, in that Referee! gesture. 'Accept it, Chief Inspector,' he shouted, 'she's already dead. Steven hasn't been messing with us. You go off our track and you're walking straight into his trap. What's the point? If we keep going, if the three of us stick tog...'

'You two get the fuck up here right now, 'cause if he doesn't kill you, I'll arrest you, you stupid bastards! Do it!'

But these were two liberated ex-monks, men who had only just shaken off the shackles. They were free, and that freedom rested gloriously on their shoulders, and tasted sweeter even than Steven's revenge. There was no way they were taking orders from anyone.

The three men stared at one another, long and hard. An eternity of a few seconds.

'Right. Fuck it,' barked Mulholland. 'Get yourselves killed.'

He turned from the path they had made and began following the marks of commotion through the snow. He knew he was walking exactly where Steven wanted him to walk, but he had no option. He could try another route, try sneaking up on the bloke, but this was no time for trickery. He had run long enough; he had been uninterested or worried, and a minute earlier he had been frightened. Now it was time to confront the enemy.

Edward watched him go, was prodded by guilt. He ought to go with him; especially if he wanted to lure Proudfoot to his bed. Of course, the woman would probably already be dead, so it didn't make much of a difference.

'Come on,' said Martin to him, 'we don't need the guy. It's not as if he's protected any of us so far. It's me who knows the way anyway, so we don't need some sad, sexually deprived eejit to look after us.'

Like every other sound in this winter landscape, the sharp crack of the gun was muffled by the snow. In its way, the dull thud of the bullet into Martin's forehead was as impressive a noise as the muffled, crumpled thump of his body as he collapsed, dead, into the snow. A clean shot, immaculately into the centre of his brow.

Brother Steven had never fired a gun in his life, but a man possessed has the aim of the gods.

Instinctively, Mulholland and Edward dived into the snow, no thought for the pointlessness of their action, for they were totally exposed. Edward covered his head with his arms and breathed ice; Mulholland looked in the direction of the gunshot, but there was nothing to see but the wall of white. He gave himself another five seconds on the ground, then slowly lifted himself up. He knew, if Steven had been intending to kill him, he would have done it already.

He stood open and unprotected, looking at Steven's palisade, vague outlines of slopes and edges, behind any of which the man could be hiding. And hopefully Proudfoot too, held captive. Mulholland breathed deeply once more; calm. The sort of moment that gave you the willies to imagine; but when you were in it, you swallowed your fear, you forgot the other guy had a gun, and you got on with it.

'Come on, you,' he said to Edward. 'We're going up this bank and looking over the other side.'

'No chance,' said Edward, from the ground. 'I'm staying right here. At least, until I start heading towards the town.'

Mulholland started tramping through the snow. He had wasted enough time on these pathetic bastards. 'Suit yourself, Edward, but you've just seen what he did to your friend. You want a bullet in the napper, you stay right there. You're not just walking out of this, monk.'

Edward deliberated for a further half-second, then was out of the snow, catching up, and then a pace behind Mulholland as he headed up the hill; although the pace became three paces back as they neared the top.

It was a time for caution, but Mulholland was not for that. He had stepped away from the fight for long enough. His nerves were settled, his mind was set; and if he was to die in the next half minute, then he would have it happen while looking out for one of his fellow officers.

'Very fucking noble,' he muttered to himself, and five seconds later he was at the top of a small ridge, and down below, in the dip, not more than twenty yards away, they awaited them.

Proudfoot was on her knees, roughly bound and gagged; eyes open, staring wildly up at him, as Edward joined him on the ridge. Brother Steven behind her, gun at the back of her head. Proudfoot looked scared, although the frantic eyes were screaming at Mulholland to get away while he could; Steven looked serene. His job almost done, just the dénouement to come. The last of the Holy Order of the Monks of St John; and a couple of hapless police officers to boot. The perfect end to a perfect crime of retribution.

He had not yet faced the great unanswered question of what life offered once a long-held burning ambition had been achieved; the question which haunts everyone who has the misfortune to achieve all their dreams.

'And then there was one,' said Steven, looking Edward in the eye. He had enjoyed toying with Mulholland. Fevered blood swept around his body at the presence of Proudfoot on her knees before him, but this had always been about the monks.

Edward trembled; his resolve did not stiffen. He would have liked to tell Steven to let the woman go if all he was interested in was him, but the words did not make it all the way from his determination to his mouth. At least he did not immediately turn and run, because he accepted that this had to be faced. But still he was incapacitated by fear.

'Let her go,' said Mulholland. 'If this is just about the monks, let her go and the boy and I'll sort it out with you.'

'Come on, Chief Inspector, you'll have to do better than that, gallant though it may be. You don't seriously expect me to relinquish one of my weapons, do you? This is some karmic game of chess we're at, Chief Inspector, and I'm not about to throw away my queen.'

'Very deep,' muttered Mulholland. 'But before you talk any more shite, you want to tell us what this is about? Did they make you pray more than you wanted, or not enough maybe? You a religious zealot or an out-of-place atheist?'

Steven toyed with the idea of their immediate future; a bullet in the back of Proudfoot's head, followed by a couple of quick shots to take care of Mulholland and Edward; or a more drawn-out climax, as he had planned. The villain in a Bond movie climax, taking the time to explain himself before the execution.

Of course, it had to be the latter. No fun in expeditiousness.

'You'll never have heard of Two Tree Hill, Chief Inspector,' he said. Statement rather than question.

Mulholland shook his head; Edward narrowed his eyes. Mild confusion.

'Two Tree Hill is a place of such abomination, of such hideous repugnance and shame, that it eats at the hearts of men like some insidious cancer. It is a place where the veracity with which men decry was at once naked in our vengeful Lord's undying light. It speaks of fear and loathing and shouts to the very insouciance which separates the faithless from the godly. I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth: And though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God. Indeed, Chief Inspector, Two Tree Hill is about that and much more. It's that whole life-blood thing – the battle of concupiscence against frigidity, unethical materialism against the rejection of immorality, the ignoble plagiarism of convention against the gemmiferous spontaneity of requited vehemence. It is a great Mahabharata of disenchantment, carved into the path of righteousness. Two Tree Hill is in everything; it is in this snow, it is in the hills, the air that we breathe, the gun I hold at your able sergeant's neck, the clothes we wear, the Abbot's two ridiculous left hands. It is all around us; it holds us and binds us and sucks us into its persecuted province.'

The damning words sat in the air; they begged the snow to fall, the ground to soak them up. They haunted and possessed, they taunted and teased.

'I thought Two Tree Hill was about a game of football?' said Edward.

Steven did not immediately answer.

'What?' said Mulholland.

'I've heard the old guys talk about it. There was some football match at Two Tree Hill. That was about it, wasn't it?'

'Football?' said Mulholland. 'A sodding game of football? Well, was it? All that shite you've just been spouting's over a bloody game of football? No one ever spoke like that when Thistle got relegated to the Second Division.'

The gun trembled slightly in Steven's hand; Proudfoot felt it against her skull.

'It was more than a football match, Chief Inspector. It was about injustice and oppression. It was about one decent man's obfuscation, his descent into a Hades of women and shattered aspiration.'

'Would you stop talking like that for God's sake,' barked Mulholland, 'and just tell us what bloody happened at this Two Tree bloody Hill?'

Steven seethed; the gun twitched in his hand. He could fire right now. Be done with the ridicule. How could any of them hope to understand?

'It was a game of football,' said Edward. 'In the seventies, some time. Way before I got there. Anyway, our mob were playing a crowd over from Caithness somewhere. Twenty-two guys in robes kicking a ball about a bit of a field. Their abbot was refereeing the game. Near the end it's still nothing each, or something like that, when one of our mob sticks the ball in the net, or whatever it was they had for a net. In the middle of the bloke's celebrations, with no one else really bothering, this abbot guy chops the goal off for offside.'

'It was never offside,' said Steven, and the line had never been uttered more dangerously.

'Whatever. The goal is chopped off, and our guy goes ape-shit. Attacks the ref, does the whole pissed-off player thing. This fixture's been getting played for over two hundred years, and your man becomes the first player to be sent off. So, everyone's a bit embarrassed, the game gets abandoned, and the guy not only gets his marching orders from the match, he's sent packing from the abbey as well, head hung in shame and all that. A bit like Christopher Lambert in Highlander without the physical abuse. And the fixture's never been held since. In fact, I don't think we've spoken to that lot in years. It's a bit like England and Pakistan at cricket after that Mike Gatting business, except it's still going on.'

Edward shrugged. The tension had eased from him with the explanation. It almost seemed normal again; to be having a discussion about football.

'And?' said Mulholland, still searching for the thing that would incite a man to murder.

'That man was my father,' said Steven.

'Which man?'

'The man who scored the goal.'

'What? The offside one?' said Edward.

'It wasn't offside! Don't you fools see that? It was a perfectly good goal, and they ruined his life over it. He was never the same.'

Mulholland waved his hands in front of him, trying to shake away what had just been said. His head shook in time.

'Wait a minute, wait a minute, wait a minute. Wait a minute. Wait a minute. You're telling us that you've just murdered over thirty men because of a bad offside call?'

'It wasn't bloody offside!' said Steven.

'I heard it was a mile offside,' said Edward.

Steven raised the gun and pointed it at him.

'Fuck it!' shouted Mulholland. 'I don't care if it was offside or if there were fifteen fucking monks standing on the sodding goal line. You're saying that you've just murdered all these men because of a refereeing decision? Over thirty men dead for that? Are you serious? Are you seriously serious? Are you really serious, you weird-as-fuck, stupid, ignorant, cretinous moron? You numpty, brainless, twat-faced, shit-brained, heid-the-ba'd, twat-brained, shit-faced, couldn't-piss-in-a-blanket Spam-head? I've eaten fish suppers with more brains than you. You can't honestly be saying that you've just killed more people than live in the suburbs of Shanghai because of a bad offside call. That would just have to be the most ridiculous, fuck-witted piece of stupid fuck-headedness I've ever heard of.'

Steven frowned. He should have known they wouldn't understand. Such was the abuse that the enlightened must face.

'It was a really, really bad decision,' he said.

Mulholland didn't know what to say. This was stupid. Most crimes were stupid, but this was up there in the Top One of really stupid crimes he'd investigated. This was beyond stupid. This was the Real Madrid 1960 European Cup-winning side of stupidity.

'Well, why didn't you go after the referee?'

Steven smiled, lowered the gun from his aim on the shaking Edward and rested it once more against Proudfoot's head. 'I did, several years ago. But it was this mob I really wanted. It was them who drove my father away from the place he loved. It was them who ruined his life. It was them who forced him to die a broken man, and it was on his deathbed that he told me about the injustice of Two Tree Hill. I knew then that he must be avenged.'

Mulholland was still aghast; and aghast at himself for even indulging in conversation about it.

'So why kill them all? If it was in the seventies, most of this lot couldn't even have been here.'

Steven shrugged. The gun was raised, then came back down to rest on Proudfoot's head. She had wondered if Mulholland would manage to effect her escape, but she had now resigned herself to the bullet in the back of the head. Someone this insane would not spare her.

'I took my time. I tried to find records of the day to see who'd been here at the time, then I was going to take them out. Spare the innocent, you know? But, of course, they had long ago destroyed any record of their Day of Shame, so there was nothing to find. And none of them would talk about it, of course. Then I was discovered in my searches by Brother Saturday. I had to kill him and that kind of opened up a bit of a wasps' nest. Got rather carried away, I have to admit, but I tell you, it's been one Hell of a ride. Anyway, when I realised you lot were coming, I thought I'd better get a move on. Otherwise, I'd have lingered a lot longer over it.'

Mulholland still shook his head. Staggered. He was used to stupidity, but this was unbelievable.

'But a bad offside decision?' he said, still incredulous.

'That's the point,' said Edward. 'It wasn't a bad decision. Everyone says he was a mile offside.'

'Hey, you can think what you like, Brother Shagger, but the fact is, I know it was a good goal, and I know that your lot deserved to die.'

'What about Sheep Dip?' said Mulholland.

'That idiot? Just stumbled into him in a corridor, thought I might as well take him out. He was dangerous, you see, so I had to get rid of him when I had the chance. You two? I stood over you two nights ago as you lay sleeping, and I decided to leave you alive for a while longer. I wasn't that bothered about whether you died or not, and to be honest, there's no way you were ever going to catch me. So, I might kill you now, and I might not. Who knows? There is one thing I want from you first, though. You do this, and I might let you and your girlfriend here live.'

All stupidity aside, it had to come to it eventually. They weren't going to stand there forever, discussing bad offside decisions and their consequences.

'What can I possibly do for you?' said Mulholland.

Steven smiled. He lifted the gun from Proudfoot's head, waved it at Edward, and then lowered it again. This time he ostentatiously exercised his trigger finger and pushed the gun harder against her scalp.

'You can kill him,' he said.

'What?' said Edward. 'What are you talking about?'

Mulholland glanced out of the corner of his eye at him, looked back to Steven. 'What's the point?' he said.

'Oh, I don't know, Chief Inspector. Just having a bit of fun. I'm curious to see how keen you are on your girlfriend here, you know? Just how much are you prepared to do for her?'

'She's not my girlfriend.'

'Aye, all right, whatever. But you want her to be, it's pretty obvious. So, let's just find out how much. You want her to live, you kill sad little Brother Edward.'

'Wait a minute,' said Edward.

'She's a police officer,' said Mulholland. 'She knows I'm not going to do it. She's prepared to die in the line of duty. It comes with the job.'

'Yes, Mulholland, but are you prepared for her to die in the line of duty? Think about it, my friend. If you don't do it, all three of you are going to die anyway. But you kill Edward here, I might well let the two of you go. In fact, I will let you go. And I'm a man of my word. All you have to do to get your freedom is put your hands round the boy's neck, squeeze for two minutes, kill someone who is as good as already dead, and you and your friend are out of here.'

Mulholland looked into Proudfoot's eyes. Pale blue and frightened. His mind raced through the alternatives. The distance between himself and Steven, the time it would take for a blind charge; how to communicate to Edward the possibility that Steven's plan presented – that Edward could feign death; the alternative of doing as Steven suggested, keeping him talking until something else came to mind. His mind was a mess, but not once did his eyes stray from those of Proudfoot. Scared and nervous, but something about them which said that if this was it, then so be it. You've got to go some time, and rather this than a car crash or a debilitating illness. A bullet in the back of the head in the line of duty. She wriggled, wishing that she were free to taunt Steven about being such a total moron; at least get a good sneer in before he brought the curtain down.

'Can't decide, eh?' said Steven. 'The clock ticks, my friend. Ten seconds and your girlfriend gets a bullet in the brain.'

'Leave her out of it, for God's sake.'

'Eight... seven... wasting time, Mulholland.'

Mulholland took a step towards him, his mind in confusion. He turned and looked at Edward; maybe if he could just fake it, but would Edward know to play along? He tried doing something with his eyes at the man, but Edward stared back, frightened. Contemplating a dive over the other side of the hill. It'd be a job to run away, but how many bullets was the man going to have left?

'Four seconds, Chief Inspector.'

Proudfoot closed her eyes. Would she die instantly, or would there be some sort of sensation before she went? Searing pain? Heat? Epiphany?

Mulholland hesitated. Three seconds, two seconds. Made his mind up, but only on an attempt to buy more time. He turned towards Edward. Hands around the throat, look him in the eye as he strangled him, and hope the guy worked it out before he had to kill him. Feigning death was the only way.

'One second...,' said Steven, intending to drag that second out a little longer, to increase the agony.

Proudfoot took her final breath; Edward saw Mulholland coming and went with instinct. It made sense. If either way he stayed here he was going to die, then he might as well make a run for it. Feigning death did not occur to him, and at the sight of Mulholland turning he was gone. On the back foot, then he turned, sprinting heavy-legged through the snow and the few yards until he could disappear over the other side of the ridge.

The gun cracked its subdued explosion; a firework of blood sprayed across the snow.

Mulholland turned back to Steven, heart thumping again; mouth open; ears singing. The bullet had sung past his head on its way into the late Brother Edward's back. And by the time Mulholland turned, Steven once more held the gun to Proudfoot's head.

'Hey, Chief Inspector, I didn't think you were going to play. So, what the hell. They're all dead now. Bastards.'

Mulholland calmed down quickly, though he could yet hear the bullet. His eyes engaged with Proudfoot's once more, and they were now more settled. She had already faced the inevitability of death, and it had passed her by. When it came for real in the next few seconds, she would be ready.

Mulholland knew he was going to have to run at them, he knew he was going to be too slow, he knew that he would be shot and then so would Proudfoot. And the game would be done. He could try talking to gain more time, but what use was more time?

'Right then, dick-face,' he said, 'get it over with.'

Steven twitched. The gun shook in his hand. About time, thought Proudfoot.

'What do you mean, dick-face? I'm the one with the gun. Who are you to call me dick-face?'

'I'm the guy who knows that you're a dick-face, that's who.' Mulholland smiled – might as well go down verbally fighting; on another level, trying to get the madman annoyed and distracted, standard police stuff – and waved his hands. 'I mean, what am I supposed to call you? You've spent all your life planning to avenge some crap refereeing decision when, as far as anyone can tell, it was right. Your dad was just an idiot, and you're an even bigger idiot. What kind of sad, pathetic moron spends his life planning to avenge a lousy refereeing call? I'll tell you what kind. The dick-faced kind, that's who, dick-face.'

All the time he was taking slow, mincing, invisible steps towards them. Pointless words, but if he could keep it up, get the balance between keeping Steven interested and getting him so annoyed that he shot instantly, he might get close enough. But it was a long fifteen yards, which had become a long ten yards, and it was still too far on a good surface, never mind with the snow between them.

Steven twitched again. Saw Mulholland coming. Debating with himself whether or not to let him get nearer so that he could answer the outrageous taunts. But no, the closer he got the more chance there was of him making a move.

He lifted the gun, hand steady, perfect aim. One and a half centimetres above Mulholland's right eye. Get him there and he'd twitch; he'd read that in a book once. Proudfoot could watch it, and then she could get hers.

Mulholland hesitated, recognised the look. Had seen it once from a moron in Hyndland who'd come at him with a knife. This was it.

One last look at Proudfoot – the eyes said everything – and then, mouth open and screaming, he charged towards Brother Steven.

An Ordinary Man

––––––––
From nowhere he came. Dressed in white, invisible to all until the last second, a man possessed, Barney Thomson sprang from behind Brother Steven, his hands reached his shoulders before the finger squeezed the trigger, so that when the gun went off the bullet flew harmlessly away into the low cloud.
Proudfoot fell forward into the snow; Mulholland raced towards her. Barney pushed Steven under him, grabbing at his right wrist to stop him manoeuvring the gun. He had the benefit of surprise for a few seconds, and so Steven wilted, but he was the stronger man. Barney struggled, managed to avoid the knee that Steven tried to thrust up into his groin.

Steven pushed back at him, raised him up, then pushed him over onto his back. Still Barney grabbed at his wrists, still Barney struggled to remember what it was about this particular plan that had been brilliant. Steven's forehead came accelerating down, but Barney spotted it and took the blow to the side of his skull rather than to the bridge of his nose. Steven reeled for a second, hurt as much as his victim.

Mulholland undid the restraints around Proudfoot; they watched from no more than two yards away. A strange fascination. Then suddenly the realisation that he had to do something. Too late.

The gun was brought down into the midst of the wrestling match. Barney screwed up his face; Steven tried to steer the gun into Barney's stomach, muscles tensed.

But Steven was a man who had lived his dream; a man whose time had come and gone; and a man who suddenly doubted his entire life. Barney was a man who had not come this far to go down like this.

The gun went off as Mulholland dived on top of them, another muffled thud. Sometimes it is not always the one who doesn't care who loses...

Mulholland pulled at them, nothing yielded. Then slowly Steven's shoulder gave in, and his body fell away from that of Barney Thomson. There was blood on them both, but the blood was Steven's, and when he fell into the snow, the gun still clutched in his hand, he didn't move.

Barney Thomson looked up at Mulholland, chest heaving, breath coming in short, desperate bursts, and he somehow managed to say a few short words. He knew he was looking at the police; he knew this would be the epitaph to his years of freedom. He knew that these very words might dictate the course of the rest of his life.

'It wasn't me,' he said.

*** 

They had moved back over the hill, away from the final scene of bloody carnage, and far enough away from Martin's body that it was out of sight. They had a vague idea in what direction they should be heading, and had retrieved Martin's compass. One day they would get back to a road, or one day their bodies would be found on a hillside.

The clouds were still low, but they did not promise any more snow and they were stopping the temperature plummeting. So they took a rest before they set out on the final road, to sit in a small circle eating some of the food which they now had aplenty.

Barney had said nothing since he'd killed Brother Steven. Still could not believe that that had been the extent of his brilliant plan. How do you make yourself look innocent of murder? Run out and kill someone, then say, 'It wasn't me!' That would convince anyone. Perhaps the circumstances would have helped, but you could never tell with the police. Bastards, most of them.

'How did you find me?' he said, deciding that it was time to get it over with. The temporary madness which had afflicted him in the monastery had gone. The tiredness which had allowed him to fall asleep while watching them had gone. He had tracked them by their footfalls, he had brought everything out in the open, and now he had to face the future.

'By accident,' said Mulholland. 'We knew you were in Sutherland somewhere, but we only came to the monastery because of the other murders. How did you end up in a place like that?'

'Nowhere else to go,' said Barney. 'I knew I had to go some place that no one would've heard of me. How was I supposed to know that there'd be some murdering eejit there 'n all?'

'Just like your mum?' said Proudfoot.

Barney nodded, staring sadly at her. 'You know about her, eh? I thought you might have worked it out. Does the press know, 'n all?'

Mulholland shook his head. 'Don't think so. We've been stuck out here so long, who knows? The press have probably moved on by now, anyway. You know what they're like. We just couldn't work out the story with the other two. Henderson and Porter.'

Barney Thomson drew a deep breath. This was it. No more running; no more lies; no more fantasies. He might as well tell the truth, and face the music. Maybe he'd get to cut hair in prison.

'I know you're not going to believe me, but they were both accidents. Yon Wullie slipped on some water and fell into a pair of scissors I was holding. A couple of days later, that eejit Chris confronted me about it, we had a fight, and he fell and cracked his napper. You know.'

Mulholland took a bite from a stale sandwich. Proudfoot drank some water. Barney played with snow.

'Is that really true?' asked Mulholland.

'Aye,' said Barney, without any pleading in his voice. 'Stupid, but true. Not as stupid as yon bampot Steven, mind you.'

'So why didn't you just go to the police after the first one? If it was an accident, what did you have to fear?' asked Proudfoot.

Barney shrugged slowly, shaking his head. How many times had he asked himself that in the last few weeks? If only he'd gone to the police in the first place.

'Don't know. I was just stupid, like I says. Stupid.'

'And what about the four police at the lochside? Did you have anything to do with that?'

'Ah well, talk about stupid. I was there, and all that, you know, but they all just shot each other. Don't know what they were on. Internecine, you know, stuff. It was like The Godfather.'

Mulholland stared at the legendary and infamous Barney Thomson close up. An ordinary man. If the press and public who so vilified him could see this... This was the great killer. Just a wee bloke, sitting in the snow looking slightly bemused and eating some cheese which had not been well served by the journey.

How would they take to him when they got back? How would he and Proudfoot fit into the whole Barney Thomson story when they were disclosed as the ones who'd caught him?

He shook his head, looked at the innocent in the snow. Caught him? What was he talking about? Barney Thomson had just saved their lives. They had no more caught him than they'd caught Steven. If they had finally found Barney it was because he'd wanted to be found. He'd trailed them across the snow, when he could have gone in the opposite direction. He'd given up his chance of freedom for them. How could he repay that?

'You'd better get going, then,' he said.

Both Proudfoot and Barney looked at him. Barney had cheese crumbs on his lips.

'What d'you mean?'

Mulholland sighed heavily. Looked at Proudfoot. Initial surprise aside, she knew what he was thinking.

'You saved our lives. You're no more a killer than either of us two. The real evil in this is dead, and it was you who did it. If we take you back you never know how you're going to get treated. You might as well just disappear. Go and make a life for yourself somewhere, if you can.'

'Are you serious?' said Barney, standing up.

Mulholland nodded. 'Aye, I'm serious.'

Barney Thomson stared down at the two police officers. He had never known that the police could be like this. Bloody hell, he thought; and wondered again if it would have been this easy if he'd confessed right from the off.

'Can I take some food for the walk?' he asked. 'I don't have much left.'

'As much as you like,' said Mulholland. 'We've got a stack-load.'

And, still in some state of shock, Barney set about loading up his rucksack, a sack which contained a torch, some firelighters, some matches, a compass, a change of clothes, and his scissors and a comb. Everything a man needed when he was on the run.

Suitably laden with food, his heart lighter than it had been in many weeks – and if he was honest with himself, possibly lighter than it had been in years – he looked down at Mulholland and Proudfoot for the last time.

'Thanks,' he said.

'You saved our lives, Barney,' said Mulholland. 'Thank you.'

'Aye, right. Whatever.'

'Where'll you go?' asked Proudfoot.

Barney drew a deep breath. He took a quick look over his shoulder at the snowscape which awaited him.

'Not sure,' he said. 'Just somewhere I can cut hair, I suppose. Some place where they need a barber. Wherever there are men in search of a steady pair of scissors; wherever there is injustice against the noble art of barbery; wherever there is evil being perpetrated in the name of hirsutology; wherever men are forced to grovel in the pit of abomination in order to receive what every man deserves, you will...'

'Barney?'

'What?'

'If you don't shut up I'm going to arrest you for talking pish. Now bugger off and get going. I've heard enough people talking mince in the last week. So you've got twenty minutes and then we're moving, so you'd better get a shift on 'cause I never want to see you again.'

'Oh. Right then.'

And so, with a wave of the hand, the world's last remaining barber surgeon took his leave of the police officers who had been sent to bring him to justice. Rucksack over his shoulder, boots sinking deep into the snow, Barney Thomson set off on his way. The world ahead was clean and white and untouched and, as long as he did not look back, there was no one else within sight. He was free.

They watched him go for a few minutes without a word, until finally he was lost in the snow and the grey gloom. They turned and looked at one another, but no words were said on the matter. Barney Thomson was gone. Proudfoot wanted to tell Mulholland that he had done the right thing, but the words didn't come out. They saw the tiredness in each other; they both felt it in their bones. But there was nothing that would stop them getting back to civilisation, although who knew what awaited them there. An entire colony of monks had been wiped out before their eyes.

'Right,' said Mulholland, beginning to move. 'It's over. We should get our stuff together and get going. We might still be able to make it back tonight, if not before it gets dark. Then, who knows, we can have a fun-filled few days doing paperwork and talking to pissed-off chief superintendents.'

Proudfoot stood up, realising that her legs were weak. She had faced death; she was exhausted. But she would make it back to the town, no question. There were things to be taken care of.

'When we get back to the hotel, before we announce our return or complete any paperwork...' she said, starting to move necessary items from Edward's rucksack to her own.

'What?' he asked.

'Fancy a shag?'

Mulholland stared at her across a ham sandwich, which he had been contemplating taking a last bite out of before storing it away. Their eyes disappeared into one another, and he bit erotically into the stale bread and dry ham.

'Aye, all right then,' he said. 
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––––––––

It's Beginning To Look A Lot Like Christmas

––––––––
Silver bells, grey clouds, Christmas-time in the city. Sleigh rides on snow. Santa Claus and bright-eyed children. Mulled wine and mince pies. Tinsel on pine trees, snow falling on oaks. Mistletoe and indiscretions. Peace on Earth, goodwill to men. The baby Jesus, shepherds, the Three Wise Men, Bing Crosby and Perry Como. Ding dong merrily on high, hark! the herald angels sing, good Christian men rejoice. Turkey, sage & onion stuffing and roast tatties. Cold and frosty mornings, sledging on hills of thick snow. School's out, work's closed, cold feet roasting by an open fire. In the air there's the feeling of Christmas.
Of course, it was still only October.

Santa Claus rang a mournful bell outside the St Enoch's centre on Argyll Street. Passers-by gave him barely a glance, though none were surprised to see him. The adverts had already been on television for a month, the decorations already adorned the shops, Cliff Richard had just released some gawping syrupy mince about love and understanding. And so they came and went and some of them dipped into their pockets to toss a desultory coin into the green-tinsel-rimmed red bucket; but most passed on by. It would be many weeks before the majority felt the guilt associated with the time of revelry, and began to hand over wads of dosh to the army of charities. The mournful bell was this scene incarnate. Weary shoppers trudged the precinct, dodging the Big Issue, heads down against the wind. A mild day, but bleak and drab. A hint of rain in the air, the low cloud oppressive. Not a Scottish team left in Europe, the Premier League already decided after the first Old Firm fixture; draws with Latvia, Scotland playing ten men at the back; the parliament going down the toilet, ignoring Glasgow as it went; prices going up, buildings coming down, the summer gone, and all with nothing to look forward to. Except Christmas.

This particular Santa Claus, as it happened, Wee Magnus McCorkindale from Bishopbriggs – Corky Nae Nuts to his pals – was representing no other charity than himself. But who was to know? The occasional passer-by who tossed a dejected coin into his bucket assumed what anyone would.

'Save the Children!' shouted Corky Nae Nuts every few seconds. On the assumption that no one was listening, he occasionally shouted 'Save the Whale!' or 'Save the Rainforest!' or 'Save the Thistle!'

Bleak but mild went the day. Still some in shirtsleeves despite the threat of rain, still women in summer skirts and men in T-shirts. Corky, the poor bastard, was boiling in his thick red jacket and horse-hair beard. Another couple of hours, went his plan, and he would have enough for a weekend at the boozer, a good trip to William Hill's, and maybe even sufficient remaining to tempt Sandra Dougan, a lady of available reputation, into a rampant ten-to-fifteen-minutes.

None of the pedestrians knew what went through this uncomfortable-looking Santa's head; and nor did he know what they were thinking. Which was good. Best not to know the secrets of others. Definitely best not to know.

This year's serial killer emerged from the shopping mall empty-handed and headed off up Argyll Street. Not thinking of Christmas. Hadn't done so in a long, long time. Wearing a jacket and too warm with it. He looked at the women on this grey day, wondered at the clothes and the shoes that some of them wore, but appreciated the acres of skin and cleavage still bared to the warm, dull day. Heard the bell of Corky Nae Nuts, but it penetrated no further than his subconscious at first, for he did not see the dingy red of his last year's Santa outfit. Thinking of nothing much but vague musings on the disintegration of the ozone layer and of moral standards and of the values of the current generation; the rules that now applied that didn't used to, and the rules that applied no longer; the in-your-face generation; the age of marketing, with limited-edition chocolate bars and bags of crisps.

But Corky's bell was loud and eventually, as our killer was already ten yards beyond, the sound penetrated and he turned and looked through the crowd. The bell rang, a pound coin clinked into the bucket and nestled beside a brace of tens. And he did not see Corky Nae Nuts. He saw red.

He saw Santa Claus.

My Name Is Billy

––––––––
'My name's Billy, and I'm a murderer.'
A ripple of applause circled the room. Ten people clapping slowly, but appreciatively.

'Good lad, Billy,' said a voice, and he was not sure who said it, but it was good to hear. Might have been the blond guy, might have been one of his mates, might have been the Fernhill Flutist, might even have been one of the women, for the voice was lost in his relief.

The applause died away. Billy Hamilton looked around the room, engaging the eyes of a few. A good turnout on this mild evening in mid-December. No football on the TV. The small moustache that had plagued his top lip since he was fourteen was sucked briefly under the confines of his thin bottom lip. His right thumb vigorously rubbed the palm of his left hand. He let go of the moustache then bit his lips. Eventually his eyes settled upon a woman at the back of the small group. Blue jeans, blue jumper, blue shoes, blonde hair and a face that had seen the inside of the occasional women's prison. Katie Dillinger, the leader of the band.

'Well done, Billy. Now, what have you got to tell us all this week?'

The moustache shrugged along with the shoulders.

'Not sure, really, I've not got that much to say,' he said. 'Youse have all heard my story and ...'

'I haven't Billy,' said a young woman, not two chairs away from Hamilton's place in the circle.

'That's right,' said Dillinger. 'It's been a while since you spoke, Billy, and Annie's only been here two weeks. Why don't you tell your story again, then when you've done that, just tell us what you've been up to recently.'

Hamilton looked at Annie Webster and nodded. Not too keen on having to repeat his story for the fifth time since he joined the group – he was counting – but some women were impressed by it, and Annie Webster looked like the kind of woman he might like to impress. Young, blonde, breasts for Britain.

'Sure I won't bore the rest of you with it?' he said, casting his eyes around the room at the people who had become his friends.

'Don't be daft, Billy,' said Arnie Medlock. 'We're all here for you, you know that.'

Hamilton smiled. A new set of friends he'd found at the age of thirty-three. Not many people could say that. And these were real friends, not some fair-weather collection for the good times down the pub on a Friday night. These were people who would put out on your behalf, and Arnie Medlock more than the rest.

He gave Arnie another quick nod of acknowledgement, then prepared to go into his past one more time; albeit not for the last. He rooted his eyes to the floor, licked his lips, rubbed his hands together and took a deep breath.

'It was about six year ago,' he began, and tried to divorce himself from the words as he said them. 'I was working in an accountant's in Hope Street, just up from the station. I'd been there a few year, so I was getting paid well enough to be doing OK with myself. Had a wee place up Great Western Road. My motor was all right. Used to go out on Friday with my mates. Shagged some birds, you know how it is ...' – he cast his first glance at Annie Webster, with an attempted roguish smile, but roguishness was out given the nature of his moustache – '... did a bit of this, a bit of that. Had my season ticket for the Rangers ...'

'We'll cure you of that, if nothing else,' said Medlock, and Hamilton smiled again.

'I had it made, you know. Couldn't have wanted anything else. It'd have been nice if Rangers had been able to get past third-division Maltese sides in Europe, but that aside, life was a bag of doughnuts. But that's the thing, isn't it? You start thinking like that, and you're asking to be shagged. The trouble was, I started having a few problems at work, you know. There was one of those high-fliers there. Graduated a couple of years after me, but the minute he arrived he was angling to be made a partner. In his first year, getting paid buttons, and this bastard was acting like he owned the joint. Course, he got away with it because he was good, I'll give him that, but there were a few of us who would just've loved the chance to knife him in the back.'

He glanced apologetically at Annie Webster, who gave him a reassuring look in return, then he hurried back to the narrative, his voice picking up pace so that it was soon blazing a trail through his tale of jealousy, blackmail, revenge and breakfast cereal.

'So, I think I could still have put up with that, or maybe moved to another company, which I probably could've done because I'm no mug with a ledger, but there was a problem. Got into a wee bit of debt, you  know. A few too many trips to the bookies; went to see Scotland in a couple of World Cup qualifiers overseas; doing a bit too much smack at the weekends, you know the score. Got myself into a bit of bother with a money-lender called Sammy the Buddhist out Blantyre way. One of the boys in the boozer put me on to him. Seemed like a decent enough chap at the time, but of course the minute I fell behind with the payments he developed serious designs on my gonads. So, being in a bit of a quandary, I did what any self-respecting accountant would do. I fiddled the books. Did a good job too, mind. Got myself enough cash to pay off Sammy the Buddhist and had enough left over to go to the Juventus game in Italy.'

He looked up, glanced around the room for the first time, received a few nods of encouragement.

'Not bad, you know. I thought I'd got away with it. Course, I couldn't have been more wrong. You see, I'd counted without Mr Garden Rake Up His Arse. The bastard digs the ugly out the books, and next thing you know, I'm sat with him in Smokey Joe's All Night Bar for the Criminally Secretive discussing the terms of his blackmail. 'Cause, you see, for all his whiter than white, arse-sucking, holier than thou bollocks, he was just as much a petty criminal as the rest of us. So he gets down to it, starts taking money off me, and before you know it I'm paying this eejit even more than I'd owed Big Sammy.'

Billy Hamilton leaned forward so that his elbows rested on his knees. Now he was giving Annie Webster his undivided attention. He looked her square in the eye; she accepted his gaze. The air fizzed with tension. He breathed deeply and decided it was cigarette time. Top pocket and his hands were shaking as he took out the smoke and lit up.

'Just take your time, Billy,' said Katie Dillinger.

He inhaled deeply, letting the smoke out slowly.

'Aye, aye, I know,' he said. 'So, I don't know when it happened, or why it happened when it did, but finally I snapped. I just thought, well, fuck you, Batman. Followed him home one night after the pub, when I knew he'd had a few drinks and the edge would be off, then waited until the lights were out, broke in at the back, picked the first implement I could find in the kitchen, went upstairs and killed the bastard. Loved every second of it 'n' all, I have to admit that. I have to admit that,' he said again, his eyes drifting more thoughtfully back to the floor.

'What did you kill him with?' asked Webster, thrilled by the story, her fingers twitching.

'A box of Sugar Puffs,' he said.

'Wow!'

They engaged looks for a while, then he turned away and stared at Katie Dillinger, having misinterpreted the look from Webster. Who was going to be impressed by that, he thought.

'Very good, Billy,' said Dillinger. 'And how do you feel after that? Does it bring it all back? If you were in the same situation today, what would you do?'

He rubbed his hands. He felt the rest of the group staring at him. This was what it was all about. This was why he was here. It was a relaxed setting, they were all friends, but there was still pressure. The pressure to come to terms with what you'd done in the past, and every time he talked about it he betrayed himself; the fact that he was a long, long way from coming to terms with that past. And it was obvious to the whole room that he still felt anger at Lawrence Burr. The sarcastic, condescending bastard.

Would he still have done the same? Bloody right he would.

He sucked on the cigarette again, almost biting the filter off with his lips. He ran the back of his hand across his mouth. He struggled.

'My name's Billy, and I'm a murderer,' he said after a while, his eyes once again rooted to the floor. There were a few nods in sympathy around the room. No one clapped.

The man next to him, Paul Galbraith, Paul 'The Hammer' Galbraith, gripped his arm briefly in encouragement. 'You're a good lad, Billy,' he said.

'And what about now, Billy?' said Dillinger, knowing she had to get him talking. 'What have you been up to recently? Do you feel there are any stresses on you at the moment?'

Hamilton breathed deeply and stared at the floor. Back to the present. A brief flirtation with the age-old 'Why am I here?' Would he still think about Lawrence Burr if he didn't come to these damned meetings?

'Nothing much. You know I moved to that mob up in Byres Road. Bit of a small concern, but it's all right. At least you don't get arseholes like Burr there, you know. So, all right, I suppose.'

'And what about your new colleague?' said Dillinger. 'You expressed some concerns about him the last time, didn't you?'

Bugger it, he thought, you remember everything. The last time he'd just made some chance remark, nothing more. A chance remark about that odious little cretin, Eason, and now she was giving him the POW camp treatment.

He breathed deeply once more. Count to ten, Billy, he thought. Count to ten. Smoke; deep inhalation.

One ... she's right, all the same. Two ... this is why you're here. Three ... it's not just about coming to terms with the past. Four ... it's about the present, and even more about the future. Five ... you're here to make sure you don't do again what you did to Burr. Six ... there's no way you're going to be so lucky the next time. Seven ... so be honest with yourself as much as with them. Eight ... get it off your chest. Nine ... exorcise your demons, Billy, when you have the support to do it. Ten ... then sever the guy's testicles first chance you get.

'You're right,' he said, looking up at Dillinger. 'You're right. It's the same thing. I mean, the guy's not some prepubescent genius or anything. He ain't the Mozart of accounting, don't get me wrong.'

'So what is it, then?'

'I don't know. He's got the panache of Homer Simpson, he's uglier than some bird showing her wares in Bonkers on a Tuesday night, his hair's a mess, he got his dress sense from eastern Europe, and he thinks just because Abba are in these days, it's cool to like the Brotherhood of Man. I mean, the guy could not be less of a threat. And I realise that that was the problem with Burr. Even before the blackmail started, I felt my position threatened by him. But this guy. I don't know. He's a total Muppet.'

He shrugged as he looked around the room. Looking for someone to provide the answer.

'Analyse it, Billy,' said Dillinger. 'We can help you, but you know that answers to this kind of thing have to come from within. Only you can tell what the problem is. Only you can ask yourself if you think you might do to this man Eason what you did before.'

He nodded, looked at her with eyes wide.

'Oh, aye, I think I might. That's the trouble. I think I might kill him.'

'But why?'

'I don't know. I suppose he just gets on my tits.'

Dillinger nodded. 'Very good, Billy, tits are good. If you can admit that that's all it is, then it's the first step. The guy annoys you. Now you have to address that annoyance. We can't all go around killing people just because they're annoying. You have to address that issue. That's why we're all here.'

She took her eyes off him and looked around the room. The same old faces, fighting the same malignant spirits they had all fought for years. From 'The Hammer' Galbraith, to Socrates McCartney, they were all in it together.

'Has anyone else got anything to suggest? I know we've all been there.'

Arnie Medlock cleared his throat, but Annie Webster was in first with a question. Her own story was a vastly different one. A much deeper psychosis. This was not something with which she could associate.

'Did you not get counselling and that before you got released from prison?' she said.

Billy Hamilton looked at her, slightly surprised.

'I never went to prison,' he said.

'Oh. Did you get off on some technicality or something?'

Hamilton didn't know what to say. There were a few awkward glances passed between the group. He looked to Dillinger for help, and she rode in on her pleasure-beach donkey to his assistance.

'Billy's one of our Unknowns,' she said to Annie Webster.

'How do you mean?'

'He's never been caught. That's why you're sworn to secrecy when you join, Annie. Some of our group have served time for their crimes and some have never been apprehended. At least those few have realised that they've done wrong and are here to make sure it doesn't happen again.'

She turned back and stared at him with awe.

'So you're wanted by the polis?' she said.

Billy Hamilton shrugged.

'Not really. I mean, they've no idea it was me who did it. They thought it might be someone at the firm, but there were about forty of us there queuing up to do the guy in, so it didn't really help them. It was like that scene in Airplane! where there's a big line of folk waiting to smack that screaming woman about, only I was at the front and no one else got to have a go.'

'Oh.'

Annie Webster looked around the room. She hadn't realised, but it was fairly obvious. Five months now since she'd committed her crime, five months since she'd strangled Chester Mackay. The police had been following her around ever since, but they hadn't got anything on her yet, and they never would. But strangely, despite her own case, she had assumed that the rest of the group had all served time. Like The Hammer and Katie and Sammy Gilchrist. But they hadn't covered that point the previous week; obviously just hadn't come up. She swallowed and tried to decide if this made any difference. Were the ones who had never been apprehended any more dangerous than the ones who had served their time? Felt a tingle of excitement at the thought. The thrill of danger. She was among more than thieves.

Her eyes fell on each of the group one by one and each time she wondered, and each time she knew that the person at whom she was looking knew what she was thinking; trying to decide whether or not they were a fugitive from justice.

At last she was ready to speak. The question was there, yet still she hesitated.

'Come on, Annie,' said Katie Dillinger, 'say what you're thinking.'

And to a man and woman the collective of the Bearsden chapter of Murderers Anonymous watched closely this newcomer to their midst. They were all here to be judged, regardless of whether or not they might like it.

'Right,' she said, swallowing. Might as well get it out there. It wasn't like it was an obsession of hers, or anything, but she was curious. For over a year now there had been nothing else in the papers, and where else might he turn up but here? It would be perfect for him. Perfect. And it was not too often that you got the opportunity to meet a legend.

'I don't suppose one of you is Barney Thomson?'

Larry Bellows Sings The Blues

––––––––
'Hey, hey, hey,' said Larry Bellows, smile wider than the moon, slapping his hands on the desk in front of him. 'It's got to be said, folks, they're a nice pair. Hee, hee, hee.'
And off went Burt Keynolds and Pamela Anderson to general audience whooping, applause, delirium and star adulation. Burt turned and winked, Pammy laughed, and the two guest seats beside Larry awaited their next victim.

Larry settled back in his chair, shaking his head. Waited for the general audience mayhem to calm down to a few rogue claps and whoops. Leaned forward.

'And hey, she's got a real fine set of bazookas on her 'n' all, eh, folks?'

Further uproar; as ever. Bellows leaned back and discreetly pressed his finger against the side of his nose, hoping to dislodge any cocaine which might have been caught up in the general turbulence of his nasal hair. (Still four and a half minutes till the next commercial break.) He smiled some more, the audience whooped and cheered.

Off-stage, his next guest stared at the floor and waited. Mouth a little dry, the feeling in his stomach more general discomfort than butterflies.

At last, several Quiet Please! prompt cards having been held aloft, the audience settled down into an expectant silence. Larry leaned forward, the smile disappeared, his brow furrowed, and he switched from David Letterman to Ed Murrow. The look that got him an Emmy nomination every year.

'Listen, folks,' said Larry, sucking in his audience, 'tell ya what. We're gonna get a little more serious now, that's the truth. For there's a fella just arrived in this country for a lecture tour, and he's got some folks in an almighty stink. Some saying he shouldn'ta had a visa, some saying he shoulda been locked up the minute he stepped offa the plane. Well, hey, you know me, folks, I'm a fair-minded guy, I like to listen to all sides. And here we are, about to hear the story direct from the horse's mouth. Ladies and gentlemen, you all know who I'm talking about. Direct from Scotland, England, Barney Thomson, ladies and gentlemen, Barney Thomson.'

The audience erupted. Whoops, applause, cheers, jeers, catcalls, proposals of marriage, a cacophony of over-reaction. A few seconds' wait, and then the reluctant star stepped out into the limelight. Like a rabbit. Looked at the audience, wide-eyed and furry-tailed. Could see lights and angry faces and excited faces, mouths wide in anticipation, contorted in anger. All for him. Didn't realise that the audience was always like this whether the guest was Elvis, Hillary Clinton, Winnie the Pooh or Mr Ed. And so he stuttered across the studio, took Larry Bellows' hand, minced round the front of the desk and sat nervously down in the seat closest to his host. He was aware of the sweat on his brow, the tremble upon his lips.

Eventually the clamour died to silence. Bellows placed his hands on the desktop and took in the audience, camera and Barney Thomson with an all-embracing, concerned smile.

'Hey, Barney, how does it feel to be Stateside at last?'

Barney stared at his host. Feeling quite lost in this unfamiliar environment. Stunned by it all. Stunned to near silence. And, to boot, a tricky first question.

'Don't know,' he said at last. 'All right,' he added at a mumble.

Bellows smiled and nodded his head. Looked at the audience; didn't let his eyes say anything just yet. 'Great,' he said.

He leaned beneath his desk and lifted up a hardback book, which he then held to the camera. It zoomed in onto Barney's serious face on the cover, under the words Forty-Three Ways to Bloody Death – A Barber's Story.

'Right, folks, what we have here is the autobiography of this man they call Barney Thomson. A barber, a writer, and, some might say, a murderer. We can all reach our own conclusions, but here we have the man himself to tell his side of it. So,' he said, turning to Barney, 'are you a murderer? Do you belong on Death Row with the scum and the sleaze and the slime? Are you the evil, deranged serial killer of the media, or are you just some poor sap sucked into a turbulent whirlpool of death out of which you've been unable to escape?'

Barney froze. Another hard one. Swallowed. Mind going. Slowly.

'Don't know,' he said.

Bellows nodded seriously.

'Right,' he said. Already realised that he was going to have to do all the talking. Which was fine. Gave him more opportunities to be Dan. And that would be Rather, as opposed to Desperate or Marino. 'Let's start with your mother. A serial killer, right?'

Barney nodded. An easy one.

'I suppose.'

'She killed six people in all. Five men, one woman. Chopped up the bodies and kinda hid them in her fridge. Right?'

'Aye, I suppose.'

Bellows shook his head. 'That's a pretty goddam weird thing to do, ain't it?'

Barney shrugged. 'Don't know.'

'I mean, you must be like really embarrassed?'

'Don't know,' said Barney.

Bellows smiled – this time a small knowing one to the audience – shook his head and looked at his desk. Still holding the book towards the camera.

'Then you accidentally,' – did the inverted comma thing with his left hand – 'killed your two work colleagues. One with a pair of scissors and one with a broom. Right?'

Barney shrugged. Becoming ever more hunched, with arms folded. A psychologist's dream.

'I suppose, aye,' he said.

'Your mother died, and you had to dispose of the eight bodies. And the way you tell it in this here book, now, and listen to this one, folks, is that there were four Federal officers on to your case, and just as they were about to bring you in they all just kinda, like, killed each other in some weird Reservoir Dogs typa shoot-out. Am I telling it straight, barber fella?'

'Don't know,' said Barney. 'What's Reservoir Dogs?'

A particular section of the audience whooped and cheered. Some laughed. Bellows held up his hands. This was serious now.

'Right, let me get this straight,' said Bellows, reading from the monitor. Hadn't known the first thing about Barney Thomson until two minutes previously. 'You thought you'd got away with it, but then one of the bodies turned up, and you fled to some monastery in the north of England to get away from the Feds?'

'Scotland.'

'Right, like I said, England. But if it wasn't just the damnedest thing, there was a serial killer there too and this fellow just happened to murder thirty-two monks.'

There were extended oohs and aahs from the audience. There was no such thing as coincidence. Not on the Larry Bellows show.

'Aye,' said Barney.

Bellows shook his head and gave his audience the knowing look. This was shootie-in. There was nothing easier than turning the audience against a guest who wouldn't open his mouth.

'Well, if that ain't just the damnedest thing, eh, folks? And the way you tell it, barber fella,' said Bellows, 'is that a coupla Feds caught up with you at this point, and they let you clean go 'cause they knew you'd done nothing wrong? Like, is murdering your work colleagues in cold blood legal in England or something?'

Barney's head withdrew a little farther into his shoulders. The sweat beaded on his brow, he was aware of the redness in his cheeks. A low rumble of disapproval started to come from the audience.

'Scotland,' he muttered.

'So you killed this serial killer at the monastery, after he'd bumped off all these other fellas – honest and true men of God, I might add,' said Bellows, looking at the audience, and the low whoop of disapproval grew, 'then the Feds just upped and let you go. Seems to me to be kinda strange, barber fella, I have to say. What next? That was about ten months ago, right?'

Barney shrugged and his head almost disappeared. Slouching right down, hoping the camera wouldn't be able to see him.

'Don't know,' he said. 'Just been walking the Earth and getting in adventures. You know.'

Bellows finally placed the book flat on the table. The noise from the audience died away to silence.

'You mean,' said Bellows, 'like Cane in Kung Fu, like Jules was gonna do in Pulp Fiction?'

'Don't know,' said Barney.

Bellows smiled, nodded. Time to wrap up. Almost a commercial break, almost time to reintroduce some nose therapy.

'Seems to me, folks,' said Bellows, 'that this fella here is just a plain murderer, no more and no less than that. And he's been getting away with it far too long. Far too long. Seems to me that the time has come for this fella to face some retribution. Seems to me it's time for this fella to get the punishment his crimes deserve. What d'ya say, folks?'

Barney retreated farther into his shell. Looked at Bellows. Waited for the audience reaction, but they were silent.

'Right, folks,' said Bellows, 'that's all for now. Rejoin us in two minutes, when we're really gonna get down with the latest sounds from Celine Dion. See ya, folks.'

Somewhere Barney could hear the interval music, but the audience remained silent. No whoops, no cheers, no jeers. He stared at the desk. Half an eye on Bellows, but now that the interview was over, Bellows was no longer interested. He could begin to forget about Barney Thomson, and as soon as the drugs kicked in – in about fifteen seconds – he would have completely forgotten the previous five minutes.

Barney felt a chill, rubbed his hands up his arms. Didn't yet dare look round at the audience. Took their silence as hostile. Could feel their eyes burning into him. One pair in particular. Malevolent eyes, wishing him nothing but ill. Eyes that took as read what Bellows had just said about crime and punishment. It was time for Barney to face the music.

Bellows got out of his seat and bent down behind his desk. Barney could see the back of his head, couldn't see his hands. The draught around his shoulders was getting colder. Felt a spot of rain on his head.

The hair on Bellows's head changed colour. Black to grey. His jacket went the other way. Grey to black. Barney straightened up and sat back. Could feel the tentative tentacles of terror teasing his testicles. Up his back, hairs on his neck standing. Turned and looked at the audience. They were gone.

The seat was gone from under him and he was standing looking at Bellows from a few yards away. But it was no longer Bellows. It was a minister, crouched before God, praying.

They were in a church, roof leaking, the pews worn with time, unkempt from misuse and the dripping of water and the attentions of rats and mice and insects and spiders. The windows were broken and more rain entered this benighted house of God from every side; and wind howled through the church, rattling the few fittings left intact.

Only one window remained as it had been, and Barney looked up at it. High above the altar, large red and brown stained glass, in the style of the eighteenth century, a bloodied Jesus looking down upon his flock. His face was tortured, the eyes filled with hatred, cheeks hollow and dark, the mouth etched in a sneer for all eternity. I shall look upon you and you shall be damned, he said, and Barney knew it to be true.

And below this embittered and resentful Son of God knelt the minister that once was Larry Bellows, his hands clasped in supplication, neck bent to the whims of the Messiah Low words escaped his mouth, a solemn prayer. Barney tried to hear the words and tried to see his face, for he knew that it would no longer be the face of Bellows. However, he could get no closer. And neither could he turn around, for something stopped him; yet he knew that he must, for evil lurked at his shoulder, Satan waited to dance upon his grave. But no matter the feelings that suddenly haunted him, the creeping of his flesh, the pounding of his heart, he was frozen. And he knew that whatever approached him from behind had the blessing of this bloody Jesus.

He could hear it now. Above the low murmur of the cleric; above the storm, and the sound of the rain drumming against the roof and splashing on the floor and pouring through the windows; above the wind whistling through the church, what remained of shattered panes of glass, sucked from their fittings, and smashed on withered stones; above it all he heard the shuffling. A steady dragging across the floor, something low and something evil, and it was coming his way and he could not turn to face it.

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed for the first time the slaughtered sheep. Hung by the neck, blood dripping from the wound in its side. Dangling above the font, its eyes removed, blood streaming from the sockets. Yet those empty sockets stared at him. They could see behind him and the look crossed the sheep's face. And beyond the tumult of the storm and the shattered church and the shuffling of his fate, he began to hear the words of the minister, and the prayer aimed at the disapproving Lord.

He knew it was a prayer for him and his lost soul. His heart throbbed, his breath stalled in his arid throat. And then it came, the touch at his shoulder. A shiver racked his body so violently his neck muscles spasmed. There were no words which could save him from this menace, and it waited to offer him up to the demons of eternity. He closed his eyes...

Barney Thomson woke up. Panting, sweat on his forehead, the air rushing in great gulps into his chest. He fumbled for the light and looked around the small, sparsely furnished room that had been his home for over four months.

A dream, it had just been a dream. But it had been the same dream that he'd had for weeks, and as his head settled back onto the pillow, and his mind tried to clear the terror from the reality, he knew that in every recurring dream there was truth or there was portent.

And as ever, when he had woken from this nightmare, he lay awake for hours afterwards, unable to allow himself the risk of sliding back into the netherworld to which his bloody past now took him. So he stared into the dark and analysed, and he had begun to believe that he was being told by some higher force to return to his roots; to go back to Glasgow, to face what he had run from for almost a year. We must all be judged, and this dream was telling him that it would be better to be judged here on Earth.

And if not that, then what of this whisper for his soul?

My Name Is Barney

––––––––
'My name's Barney, and I'm a murderer.'
It was a busy reception desk; two officers behind the counter going about their business; fourteen or fifteen various members of the public, from concerned parents to assorted criminal element, on the other side, awaiting their turn. The man in the green jumper and purple Teflon C&A slacks had finally reached the front of the queue after an hour and a half. But this was a man who was used to waiting. Time meant very little to him, and so he had sat and listened to the problems of others while watching the occasional drama unfold. He was unsure if he was doing the right thing, but if it would rid him of his nightmares, then it had to be done.

The desk sergeant continued to write slowly, the laggard movements of the pen betraying a slight trembling of the fingers. After a while he lifted his head and looked at the middle-aged man, two yards across the counter. There was a discernible twitch in the sergeant's eye; his lips drifted between a sneer and a smile; a vein throbbed in his forehead, another in his neck. Needed a cigarette. He deliberately put down the pen, then leant forward, the palms of his hands flattened on the desktop. His head twitched.

'Barney?' he said.

'Aye,' said the man in green. 'Barney.'

'You don't mean Barney Thomson?' said the sergeant.

A glimmer of a smile came to the man's lips, but it died quickly, as had all his smiles this past year or so.

'Aye, aye,' he said. 'Barney Thomson. I suppose you'll have heard all about me.'

The desk sergeant nodded.

'Oh aye, Wee Man, everyone knows all about you. It'll be you who killed your two work colleagues in the barber's shop, disposed of the bodies of your mother's victims and may, or may not, depending on your point of view, have had something to do with the murder of thirty-three monks in the monastery in Sutherland about a year ago. Am I right?'

'Aye, aye,' said the man in purple Teflon breeks, 'that's me. Mind you, I definitely didn't kill any of they eejits in the monastery. I was there right enough, but it wasn't me that did it. Apart from the real murderer, of course.'

'Aye, of course,' said the sergeant. He went silent, fixing the man with a disconcerting stare. Didn't move a muscle, his eyes burrowing into the man. Like a jackhammer into cheese.

The silence continued.

'What?' said the man eventually. Beginning to feel unnerved. The strength of his conviction disarmed.

The sergeant raised himself up to his full height – some seven or eight feet – then continued his stare from on high. Finally he pointed a finger back into the depths of reception at another, younger man sitting on a bench; a man with Elvis sideboards and hair that required cutting by an experienced barber.

'See that wee guy sitting over there?' he said, and the man in green nodded. He had noticed him earlier; Sideboards Elvis had been sitting there since he'd arrived.

'Funny thing is,' continued the desk sergeant, 'that he's Barney Thomson 'n' all. And strangely enough, if it isn't just the kind of coincidence to make you want to slash your wrists in astonishment, but there's another Barney Thomson back here getting interviewed as we speak.'

He finished, raising his eyebrows as he did so.

'What d'you mean?'

'What do you think I mean, heid-the-ba'? Are you that stupid, Wee Man? You're the fifth Barney Thomson we've had in here today. Yesterday we had a couple and the day before that we had seven – two of them were Nigerians.' The desk sergeant continued to stare across the divide; the man in Teflon wilted. 'You getting the picture yet, Wee Man? In the past year we've had nearly a thousand Barney Thomsons giving themselves up. There isn't a stupid bastard out there who doesn't want to be Barney Thomson. There are sheep who think they're Barney Thomson. My mother thinks she's Barney Thomson. And now it's just over a week before Christmas, so even more of you sad bastards are crawling out of the woodwork.'

'But ... but I am Barney Thomson. I really am.'

'Fine. You want to be Barney Thomson, that's fine by me. You going to show us some ID?'

The man in Teflon patted his empty pockets. The shoulders slowly shrugged at the even more contemptuous look winging its way across the counter in his direction.

'Don't have any,' he said eventually. Very, very small voice.

'You don't have any?' said the sergeant. 'That's not much bloody good, is it, Wee Man? You could've made a bit more of an effort. Even the saddest bastards who come in here make at least a token attempt. Last week we had a wee seventy-five-year-old woman saying she was Barney Thomson, but at least she'd made the effort to score the name out on her Blockbuster video card and write Barney bloody Thomson in crayon across the top. Initiative, you see,' he added, prodding his head with his forefinger.

'But ... but I am Barney Thomson. I've just been away, you know. Where am I going to get any ID?'

The desk sergeant folded his arms across the Wyomingesque expanses of his chest. Delved back into his hard stare for a second or two, then shook his head.

'Very well, Mr Thomson,' he said, 'have it your way. If you'd just like to take a seat I'll try to get around to seeing you some time before I die. But I'm promising nothing.'

'Oh, right,' said the man. 'Right.'

And so, as the desk sergeant turned his attention to another man who had been waiting some amount of time, a man with a duffel bag full of light armour over his shoulder, Barney Thomson, the genuine Barney Thomson among a thousand impostors, turned and walked out of Maryhill police station and back onto the streets of Glasgow.

*** 

It had been a strange year for Barney Thomson. Not quite as strange as the year that had preceded it – from now on any year that did not see him involved, indirectly involved, implicated in or downright completely innocent of at least forty murders would seem tame – but strange nevertheless.

Set free to walk the Earth and get in adventures with the good wishes of two officers of the Strathclyde constabulary, he had discovered that it was very difficult to settle somewhere far from home. It took a peculiar kind of man to walk into a new town, penniless and without an identity, and create a life for himself; and Barney Thomson was not that man.

The previous year had seen some sort of epiphany for him, no question of that. It had been his year of awakening. It had threatened to turn him into some sort of vegetable, but he had emerged a stronger man, with an excellent sense of perspective and a firm grasp of the vagaries of the human mind. This year's model was almost a well-rounded individual, but still he was not comfortable with strangers; still he was a Glasgow man.

And so, though his year of wandering the Earth had taken him around Scotland, and even briefly into enemy territory south of the border, he had constantly felt the pull to return to Glasgow. The city of his fathers, a world of opportunity, a town where a boy could become a man, a man could be king, a king a god, and a god the very begetter of the Armageddon of disillusion, the eviscerator of failure and the gatekeeper to the crucible of realpolitik. (You thought some amount of shite while walking the Earth and getting in adventures.)

He had contemplated all sorts of ways of going home. New identities, beards, any number of facial or sartorial gimmicks to fool the forces of the law. But there remained shreds of decency and honesty in the man, there remained a feeling that he ought to have faced punishment for his crimes; punishment beyond his own mental torture and physical hardship. And then there were the dreams. Night after night, waking in a cold sweat. A talk-show host abusing him, a minister, his back turned, murmuring softly for Barney's soul, while all the time Death crept up at his shoulder. The very thought made him shiver.

And so he had returned to the very police station from which the forces of the law had emerged to interview and hound him over the accidental deaths of his two work colleagues, and the serial-killing hobby of his mother. He had walked into this demon's lair, he had proclaimed his identity; he had at last done the decent, honest, deed.

And what did he do now that he had been spurned? Give it another go perhaps, at some other station, just to test the water. Presumably he would get the same reaction. And if they were not interested, then so be it.

Fuck 'em.

That's what he thought as he headed down the street. Nervousness suddenly evaporated, a new insight into life in Glasgow given to him. Everyone said they were Barney Thomson, so no one was particularly going to believe he was who he said. There were more lines on his face than there had been, a lot more grey hair. He could walk among the masses and no one need ever know. He might look a bit like the bloke in the photos, but then everyone's got a double. That's what they said. It could just be, he thought, that he was a free man.

But there are different types of freedom, and it would take more than waiting in a police station for an hour and a half to free him from his nightmares.

Might as well go and visit the wife, he thought, walking with a little more purpose than of late, up the street. Would take about twenty minutes. Didn't feel nervous. Or interested or bothered for that matter, but he thought he might as well check out how she was doing. It was not as if she was going to have any friends to whom she could report his homecoming.

And as he dodged the cars and felt more at one with his fellow pedestrians than for some time, he wondered if the lousy soap operas his wife always watched, such as Anal Accident Ward B and Only the Bald, would be as bad as they always had been.

An Instance In The Life Of Blue Hawaii

––––––––
He was happy enough, Stevie Grogan, happy enough. Loved his two boys, his wife, God and the White Album, approximately in that order. Job was all right, though he couldn't afford satellite TV – which was just as well from the marriage fulfilment point of view, given the amount of sport he would have watched – and he had to take the family to that Monaco on the Clyde, Millport, for their holiday every year. Jean Grogan hated it, spending all her time cleaning, but the boys would be all right for another couple of years, until puberty kicked in and they wanted to have sex, smoke drugs and beat up old people, rather than look for crabs in rock pools and cycle endlessly around the island.
Not concentrating as he drove that night, which was nothing unusual. With some unexpected serendipity, which had been absent for most of the rest of his life, he was listening to Wreck on the Highway, that Springsteen paean to gloom, heartache, loneliness and desperation. Talking in his head to Jean, trying to explain how he'd almost slept with one of the plutonium tarts at work, but that he hadn't, so that was the main thing; not the fact that he'd only been thwarted by Plutonium Tart's indifference, rather than his own conscience. Sounded good in his head.

Used his hands to talk sometimes. Which was what he was doing when the cat ran out in front of him. A cat called Blue Hawaii. One hand loosely held at the bottom of the wheel, one hand nowhere near. Grogan's body tensed in shock, his loose hand tugged desperately at the wheel, the other flew aimlessly between gear-stick and nowhere. The open section of road in front careered away from him and suddenly he was heading towards a field; black as black.

Blue Hawaii the cat watched.

Difficult to say if Grogan would have survived if he'd braked hard and early. But something happened. His life flashed before him, and he had his defining moment of clarity, his epiphany, and at once it all seemed obvious. The insurance policy, the endowment, it was all set up. He was better off to his family dead than alive.

He would not go quietly; he would not go slope-shouldered to his grave. He would die like a man ...

And so, not knowing what lay out there beyond the limited horizon of his headlights, he floored the accelerator. Better to go flat out than to die in some desperate rearguard action. And with that extra acceleration, as the car left the road it partially lifted off, clearing the low wall it would otherwise have smacked into; and consequently hit a tree, some twenty yards away, more than ten feet off the ground.

The car bent and buckled and fell broken to the ground, where it landed directly on the top of the corpse of Wee Corky Nae Nuts, whose body had lain undetected for over nine weeks.

The car exploded in a stupendous ball of flame, the tree burned, the bodies burned, the night came alive with fire.

And although the police would eventually be able to identify the corpses of Stevie Grogan and Corky Nae Nuts, and they would know that Wee Corky had been dead for over two months, the cause of his death would remain in ashes, and they would not know to add him to the list of victims of that year's serial killer. A list which was about to begin to grow.

And as the flames tasted the cold night air, off ran Blue Hawaii the cat, in search of another victim.

My Name Is Socrates

––––––––
'Good afternoon, everyone.'
The 'hellos' and 'good afternoons' were returned to him from around the room. He steadied himself, tried not to think too hard of what he was about to do. He had been coming to the group for more than a year and had yet to talk. At every meeting Katie Dillinger had asked quietly, with no hint of coercion, if he was ready to speak. At every meeting he had balked and hidden behind the jokes and the forced good humour.

Finally, though, he was ready. If any of them had asked him to explain what was so different about that afternoon, he wouldn't have been able to answer; but none of them would, for they had all been there in that blighted place, where truth would out and the past would be faced. Perhaps it was the proximity of Christmas, that great embellisher of every negative emotion, that multiplier of sadnesses. But for whatever reason, it was the turn of Socrates, and so urgent was the need to talk, now that it had come, that he could not wait for the next meeting and Dillinger had called a surprise session of the group. Not all of them had been able to attend, but there were enough to hear his cry.

'My name is Socrates and I'm a murderer,' he said at last, and the room was filled with applause.

Socrates McCartney smiled. Katie Dillinger clasped her hands and waved them at him, a huge smile on her face.

'Well done, Socrates,' she said. 'Well done.'

He smiled again, but then the applause died away and he was left with a silence that he himself had to fill.

'Youse have probably all been wondering for ages how I got my name. People usually do. There are two options, of course. They think it's either 'cause of the philosopher geezer or yon Brazilian fitba' player with bad hair and a fusty beard. And you know, there's a possibility about both, 'cause I have been known to spout some amount of philosophical shite in my time, and I can also blooter a ball into the net from thirty yards if I've got half a bottle of J&B down my neck. Even had a trial for Albion Rovers when I was a lad, but I couldn't be arsed. Truth be told, I was beginning to think I might be a bit of a poof in those days and I thought the communal baths might tip me over the edge. So I jacked it in and started hanging out in aerobics classes with a bunch of women.'

'Did it work?' asked Paul Galbraith. The Hammer.

'Oh aye, no bother. I think I was just confused due to some post-pubescent crush on David Cassidy in The Partridge Family. Anyway, I chucked the fitba'. If it's no' for you, it's no' for you. There you are, a philosophical thought to take home with you the night,' he said, smiling at the daftness of the last remark and being rewarded with a few smiles in return. A brief pause and he was back in the flow.

'Anyway, it's nothing to do with fitba' and it's nothing to do with philosophy. Socrates was a horse that ran in the two-fifteen at Ayr on the twenty-third of October 1981. Nothing special about the lad, just a wee horse. Fourteen to one, bit of an outsider. Now I wasn't a gambling man or anything like that, just had a wee bet every now and again. Never had a problem with it. I had a friend in the business but, and he used to sling sure things my way every now and again, you know. I never asked how he knew, I never queried his business or the horse-racing business, I wasn't interested. So I started slowly, you know. The first time he told me, I stuck a wee fiver on. Gradually, as I began to trust the guy, I upped the bets. And here's the thing. He was never wrong. Never. By the time it came to wee Socrates, I must've been paid out on more than twenty bets. I was never extravagant, you know, so I hadn't made millions, but I had a few thousand by then. Had spent it all, of course. Anyway, I meets this bird. Nice enough looking bit of stuff. Different class. You could tell. Didn't shag me on the first night. Took me nearly a week to get into her knickers, so I knew she was for me. Decided to get married, and you know how it is, one thing led to another, and it ended up we were going to have the biggest wedding since Elizabeth the First...'

'She was never married,' said Morty Goldman, a man of compulsive obsessive personality, and the most dangerous in the room. A quiet lad, you might have thought, however. The sort you'd take home to meet your folks. Bearsden born and bred, unlike some of these other interlopers.

'Aye, fine, whatever. Some other rich bastard, then. It was going to be huge. But, of course, my dad couldn't afford it, and she didn't even know who her dad was, so where was the money going to come from? Especially, you see, since I'd promised the lassie a nice house up in these parts, and a honeymoon in Bermuda. She was all excited, and I didn't like to tell her that I couldn't afford a tenement flat in Govan and a honeymoon in Montrose. But I loved her,'n' all that, so I had to get the money from somewhere. So, along comes my mate with this horse. Socrates. Good fucking timing, so's I thought. Fourteen to one. What a chance. He gave me three days' notice, don't put the bet on till just before the off, the usual thing. So's in that three days I borrowed and collected as much money as I could. Put myself in debt with about five different bastards. All sorts that youse just wouldn't want to mess with. The sort of eejits that make Billy's Sammy the Buddhist bloke look like, I don't know, a Buddhist. These were bad men. But I did it. Got together about ten grand. Suspicious, I know, but I just thought, sod it. This is my chance, I've got to do it.'

He stopped to take a breath. He was coming to the crunch, and they all knew what was going to happen next.

'And sure enough, the horse won,' he said eventually, confounding all expectations. 'I had a hundred and forty grand, I paid back all the bampot moneylenders, and I was sitting pretty. Life was a bed of roses. I was made, you know. Blinking made. Started calling myself Socrates in honour of that fine beast. I could've shagged that horse, no question.'

A few puzzled looks around the room, the temporary pause in the narrative finally filled by the inevitable question, voiced by The Hammer.

'What's the score, then, Big Man? I thought you were going to say the horse lost and you killed your mate?'

Socrates shook his head, and stared ruefully at each member of the group in turn. Now that it came to it, he was quite enjoying being the centre of attention. He'd got them hooked. A natural storyteller. He could be on Radio 4. Book at Bedtime, with Socrates McCartney.

'I made an arse of it,' he said. 'I mean, I only needed about thirty grand to be going on with. I could've paid for the wedding, booked the honeymoon, and put a down payment on a decent enough house, you know. But I had too much cash, I couldn't handle it all. I was twenty-two and I couldn't cope. I freaked, no other word for it. Booked myself a first-class ticket to Las Vegas and went and stayed in some posh gaffe. For two weeks I played all the big casinos, shagged hundreds of birds, did all sorts of drugs, totally went for it, you know. Right in there. The big time. Best two weeks of my life. Blew the lot. I mean, after a week, I might even have been ahead of the game, I'm no' sure, but by the end I'd blown the lot. And of course, I'd walked out on the work without a word, thinking I was some sort of big shot with no need for a job. And I didn't tell wee Agnes where I was going. So I gets back to Bridgeton, and what do I have? Fuck all. I've lost all my money, I've no job, I've nothing. I have to tell Agnes, of course, and you can't blame the lassie, she's fucked off.'

'What exactly did you tell her?' asked The Hammer.

'The works. I just went for it. Told her everything. The money, the gambling, the shagging, the drugs.'

'And?'

'She dumped me. Told me to sling my hook, and buggered off with my wee mate Billy Milk Teeth.'

'You can't blame the lassie,' said Katie Dillinger.

'Oh, aye, I didn't. I'm no' saying that. To be fair to the girl she did the right thing. I'm no' saying any different. Not at all. Billy was a decent enough lad, I wasn't blaming him either.'

'So what happened?' asked Dillinger.

'She sent her three brothers round to do me in and I killed them.'

'Oh.'

'I mean, I didn't mean to. It wasn't as if I was blaming them for what happened. It wasn't as if I gave a shite. But they turned up to kick my head in and I lost my rag. Went a bit off my napper. Started smacking them about a bit, and ended up wellying the living shite out of them all. Felt bad about it, you know, when it was all over. I'm a bit of a philosopher, like I said, and I've thought about it long and hard. Rage, you see, is just like any other human need. Once it's sated, well, it's done, isn't it? It's all a matter of control. It's like when you're gasping for sex and you hitch up with some stankmonster just for the sake of it; but as soon as you've emptied your sacs you look at her and wonder what you were doing. Or when you're hungry and eat any old mince just to fill your belly. It might leave a bad taste in the mouth, and you can't believe you were so hungry that you needed to eat some shite like that, but you did. Same with rage. After I'd done it, I was a bit embarrassed. Felt really guilty. Even phoned the polis.'

He stopped and looked around the room; slowly shrugged. They were all staring at him; some with wonder, some with sympathy. But they were all killers here, and none of them stared in judgement. That was not their game.

'That's it, really. Don't know what else to say. Got some amount of years in the slammer. Can't even remember how many the old bastard of a judge sent me down for. Anyway, got out a couple of year ago. Thought I was OK at first, but I have to admit I still feel rage. I think the jail's made it worse. Can't be sure. They probably shouldn't have let me out, but you're no' going to say no, are you? So when I heard about youse lot I thought I'd give it a go. And youse've been a big help to me. I mean, it was a bit intimidating at first, what with being in Bearsden, but I think I fit in.'

There were several nods around the room. One or two of the company thought he fitted in like a forest fire in the Amazon, but they nodded anyway in case he decided to kill them.

'So why do you keep the nickname?' asked Dillinger. 'Doesn't it always remind you of what happened?'

Socrates shrugged.

'It's a really cool name. Birds love it. Course, most of the birds I hang out with have never heard of the fitba' player, and they're too thick to know about the Greek bastard, but it still makes me sound all exotic and foreign, you know.'

'Don't you think you'd be better off just being yourself?'

Socrates McCartney stared at Katie Dillinger. He rested his back against the chair, and for the first time in his entire life considered that question. Was it not just better to be yourself? It was a question he'd heard asked within this group before, but he never thought that it applied to him. But of course it did, and now this baring of his soul, this outing of his past and telling of his secrets, was forcing him to think about it. Was it better to be yourself, laid naked and bare to the world, hidden behind no sophistry and no tricks, than to put up a front, a brick wall of deceit and subterfuge?

'Nah,' he said, after giving it due thought, 'I'm a total arsehole in real life.'

And that, a few relevant details concerning the present day and the continuing juxtaposition of rage against relaxation aside, was the story of Socrates McCartney.

A New Beginning

––––––––
Late afternoon, the seventeenth day in December. A robin or a bell or a ball behind the door on the advent calendar; a dark chocolate turned white. Still mild and grey, no sign of winter. As Socrates McCartney told all, Barney Thomson stood on a pavement, staring across a busy road at a small barber's shop.
He didn't know how long he stood there. People came and went around him; some bumped him, some told him to move, most passed on by and noticed nothing. Grey lives on a grey day, no one with time for anyone else. This was life in the new millennium. But Barney felt the beating of his heart and an unexpected dryness at the back of his throat. A barber's shop.

It was now almost a year since he'd picked up a pair of scissors in anger. He had carried them around with him all this time, but he had been traumatised; no question of that. The shock of the unremitting murder and mutilation had had its effect, and it was many months since he had even thought of barbery, never mind attempted to practice it.

Yet here he was, standing no more than fifteen yards from a shop. He could smell it; the shampoo, the hair oil, the warm air from the dryer, the hair itself. Dirty sometimes, clean others, but never odourless. And he stared at the small sign in the window, which he'd passed by an eternity ago. Help Wanted. Experience Preferred.

Help to do what? Sweep up; make tea; wash hair; or cut hair? He didn't know, but whatever it was, it was working in a barber's shop. Back where he belonged, in that land of giants.

His head was a swirl of his past and his future. The years in Henderson's before he'd accidentally killed his two colleagues; the few days haircutting at the monastery, before he'd become implicated in another serial killer's murders. Great haircuts he had given, disasters for which he was to blame. For every magnificent Lloyd George '23, there had been a Deep Impact or an Ally McCoist (World Cup '98). He had given haircuts with which a king would have been content, yet he had also dealt enough stinkers to fill several series of Ally McBeal law suits. And he knew not what his life held for him, for every decision he made he found thrown back in his face.

He would walk the Earth; yet he could not face it. He would hand himself in; yet the police would not take him. He would go and see his wife; yet she had moved, leaving no forwarding address. What remained?

And so he stood looking across at the small shop that perhaps held his salvation. He didn't know what had led him to Greenock. Just looking around for somewhere cheap to stay; had seen an advert in the paper; thought he might as well give it a go beside the cold Clyde. And now, settled in his bedsit above a baker's, he had wandered up the street and almost immediately stumbled across the advert in the shop window. Help Wanted. It could be his very own motto. And no doubt fate was playing its hand.

There was a gap in the traffic and he took the plunge. Across the road, didn't stop to think, straight into the shop. Knew he would not be kept waiting, for he had yet to see anyone come or go in all the time he'd been watching.

He closed the door behind him and took a moment to breathe in the surroundings. A small thin room. Two barber's chairs against one wall, fronted by the requisite sinks and individual mirrors; an inconsiderable bench along the other. A couple of sad pictures on the walls. Greenock in olden days, when the Clyde had bustled with activity; a lone dog on a deserted street.

'Haircut?' said the old man, not bothering to rise from his seat. Expecting nothing. Hadn't had to cut anyone's hair since ten o'clock that morning.

'Help wanted,' said Barney.

The old man nodded. An interesting face, something ancient and grey about it, but with an uncommon vigour to him. In his seventies, maybe. Life in those old eyes, and a face that had seen much. Grey beard, grey hair and thin; very thin.

'What can you do?' said the man. Gave Barney a long look, and there may have been the light of recognition in his eyes. Someone who might actually know me for who I am, thought Barney, but the thought did little to excite him.

'I've cut a bit of hair in my time,' he said.

The old man nodded.

'Aye, I can see that, son,' he said. 'You've got the look. What's your name?'

Barney hesitated. What if he did recognise him? Maybe he didn't want to hand himself in after all. Maybe he wanted to be free to work in a small barber's shop in Greenock.

Now, there was ambition.

'Thomson,' he said. 'Barney Thomson.'

A slight smile came to the old man's face; but the look in his eyes was warm.

'The murderer bloke?' he asked.

Barney shrugged. 'Aye, I suppose.'

The old man stood up and laughed.

'Aye, sure you are, son,' he said, extending his hand.

'The name's Blizzard. Leyman Blizzard.' Barney took his hand. A firm grip, cool fingers. A man to trust. 'I reckon you're full of shite, son, but you've got the job. We'll see what you can do. Can't promise much in the way of wages, mind, no' unless business picks up a bit.'

Barney looked around the shop again. Spit and sawdust. Needed money spent on it, but money came from customers.

'How d'you manage to stay open?' he asked.

Blizzard shrugged.

'No' many overheads, you know. As you can probably tell.'

Barney looked around and wondered why exactly it was that the old man needed help; except for the painting and decorating. Needed the company maybe, and if that was all it was, then perhaps it'd be ideal. For there was no doubt that he was in need of it himself.

'Could do with a bit of paint,' said Barney.

Blizzard threw a hand into the air in a gesture of hopelessness, and for the first time Barney noticed his fingers. Bent and gnarled. He wondered how he could possibly cut hair at all.

'Which chair's mine?' he asked, after realising he was staring at the old man's hands.

Blizzard shrugged. 'The one nearest the window, if you like. I couldn't give a shite myself.'

Barney was already standing beside that chair, and he looked at it and rested his hand on the crudely covered suede headrest. Magic or fate or some benign conjuration. Maybe it was evil sorcery. He had come in from the cold, and not only had the police turned him away, he had walked into a barber's shop, had been given a job cutting hair and had been presented with the window seat. It was as if a higher force was at work. Yet nothing had made him come to Greenock; nothing had made him walk up this street. That was all of his own accord. So, it could all just have been luck.

The door to the shop opened. A customer. Magnetically attracted by Barney, he thought, in this new contrived reality of his. He itched to once more lift the scissors in anger, but he deferred to his boss.

'What'll it be, mate?' asked Blizzard, as the man – Jamie Spencer, twenty-seven; going prematurely bald; married with two girlfriends; financial analyst, whatever that meant; already the worse for wear for too much alcohol; nose tending to redness; could run a hundred metres in under twenty-five seconds – closed the door behind him.

'Can you do me a Lutheran, Three at the Back, Cloistered Short Back and Sides?'

Blizzard looked at him, mouth slightly open, showing white teeth and a bit of drool.

'That's a fucking haircut?' he said.

'Aye, I can do that,' said Barney. 'Sit yourself down there, mate.'

Of course, the last time he'd done that cut he'd made a total hash of it; but a bit of concentration and a steady nerve would see him through.

Jamie Spencer eased himself into the chair nearest the window; Leyman Blizzard gave Barney the nod. Smiled to himself, the old man, at this sudden interruption and being immediately relegated in his own shop. But he was not wont to care.

Barney flexed his scissor fingers and prepared for his first haircut in nearly a year. Back in the saddle. Suddenly, from nowhere, thrust onto the stage. Once more at the helm. Returned to the Starship Enterprise, like Spock in the first movie. Sean Connery in Never Say Never Again. Simon and Garfunkel in Central Park. The coelacanth.

He was back.

The Unexamined Life Is Not Worth Living

––––––––
Statistically most murders take place after the hours of darkness; or, at least, they do in the netherworld of Barney Thomson.
Not that Barney would automatically be implicated in the murder that took place that evening – though there would be some who suspected – some eight hours after the end of the extraordinary biweekly meeting of Bearsden Murderers Anonymous; but inevitably, there would be a coming together. It was his destiny.

Jacob Wellingborough, an average man. Fourteen years in the plumbing trade; married with three children; a part-time mistress whom he saw on an occasional basis; holidays twice a year, once with the family in Spain, once with his mates in the Lake District; new car every second year; season ticket at Ibrox; half-hour drive to work; satellite TV, News of the World, Surprise, Surprise and Club International. An ordinary man.

The unexamined life is not worth living.

So some people think; one man in particular, as far as this story goes. Someone who could not bear the ordinary; who could not countenance the mundane; who quailed at those who might disdain originality; who could not see the merits of an ordinary life. And so he sat at home each night battling with those demons which told him to challenge that ordinariness; told himself that life need not be exceptional to be worth living; that life could go on without catechism and analysis.

How many years had he denied the truth and the inevitability of his nature? How many times had he sat with friends, talking through his weakness and the demons that drove him away; and now the demon that had reignited the evil within him, less than a year after his return? The demon that had been the naked, flaming torch to his blistering desire for revenge upon the world? Even the honest hearts of Murderers Anonymous had not been able to help. Because, for all his time in confession and self-revelation, he had never admitted to anyone what had driven him to murder in the first place; what had pushed him to the edge, then tipped him over into the abyss.

And so Wee Magnus McCorkindale had had to die. And now many others would follow, though their crimes might have been insignificant.

Jacob Wellingborough walked out of the pub, said goodbye to Davie Three Legs, Charro and Baldy McGovern. Monday night, Christmas quiz night at the Pea & Korma, another second-place finish behind the Govan Guzzlers (none of whom were from Govan, and all of whom had sipped lemonade quietly throughout the night). A ten minute walk to the house. Sometimes he took the car because there were never police around that area, but tonight he'd decided to walk. One of the last decisions he'd ever take.

He was thinking of a variety of things. Fives the next night; couldn't believe he had let Baldy say that Clark Gable had won an Oscar for Gone with the Wind; Janice at the weekend, if he could get away from Margaret and the kids; struggling to get the particular doll Miriam wanted for her Christmas; couple of awkward calls in the morning; his mind rambled on. Turned when he heard the footsteps behind him. A bit surprised when he saw who it was; stopped and waited. Fatally.

'How you doing, mate, didn't expect to see you?' he said.

The killer smiled; fingers twitched on the knife held in his hot right hand, thrust inside his jacket pocket.

'Just been seeing some mates.'

'Right. Excellent,' said Wellingborough.

And so they started walking along together, side by side, with nothing to say. Wellingborough felt uncomfortable.

The killer was a little nervous; this would be the first cold one in some time. McCorkindale had been in the heat of the moment. And it was wrong – at least he had the conscience to know that.

'Do you know what the capital of Djibouti is?' said Wellingborough to break the awkward silence.

'Djibouti? Don't even know where it is.'

'East Africa. I mean, I knew that, but I didn't know what its capital was, you know. Should've guessed, I suppose. Djibouti's also the name of the capital, you see. No imagination these people.'

'That's funny,' said the killer.

'How come?' said Wellingborough, turning to face his nemesis.

'Because that's what I've been thinking about you.'

'What?'

Wellingborough looked at his murderer. A moment's recognition. The dawn of realisation. He saw the knife coming up out of the corner of his eye, but in no way was he expecting it, and so it went, the sharpened blade, into his back and into his kidneys and through the viscera, so that the point emerged at the other side, breaking the skin of his stomach.

Wellingborough's mouth opened, his eyes were wide, his pupils dilated; a hoarse query escaped his throat, followed by a grunt as the knife was thrust deeper into his body cavity and upwards beneath his chest. 'Why?' his final word, that great philosopher's question; and then he collapsed and the killer chose to leave the knife where it was, and among the flashing images that raced through Wellingborough's brain as his life soaked away was the first picture he had of the killer wearing gloves and thinking it was odd as the weather was so mild for December. And men don't wear gloves anyway. Not really.

The killer stood over the body until the spasms had stopped, and the last breath had been taken. A quick glance up the road in both directions, and then he disappeared into the bushes, so that by the time the body was discovered late on that December night, there would be neither sign nor trace of the perpetrator of the crime.

*** 

He felt the touch of the sheep in the dark. The cold fleece, damp with water and blood, brushed against his face, then swung back into him after he'd pushed it away. He stumbled away from it, tripping over something soft. He steadied himself against a pew. The wind stopped suddenly. He lifted his head; tried to hold his breath, though his chest screamed to pant. The roar from the broken windows was instantly stilled, and now in the quiet he could hear clearly the low prayer from the broken lips of the clergyman, and the shuffling coming ever closer from behind.

Couldn't bring himself to turn, even though he knew in this darkness he would see nothing anyway. A prayer for his soul, that was what he heard; then he became aware of the echo of the words, and the low voice behind accompanying the shuffling. Whatever it was behind him, whatever demon crept up in preparation for laying its hand on his back, it was mimicking the prayer of the minister. Repeating the words, the voice cruel and mocking, a callous burlesque. A prayer for the soul of Barney Thomson, for not only would he die, he would be condemned to an eternity in Hell.

Barney screamed in impotent terror.

And, as ever, he awoke in the night, sheathed in sweat, clutching the blankets, dragged howling from his nightmare before the true nature of the evil could reveal itself.

Back At The Con

––––––––
'You ever consider Jelly Babies, mate?'
Barney Thomson had considered many things; Jelly Babies not being one of them. He shook his head and snipped a couple of unnecessary hairs from just behind the right ear.

'How d'you mean?' he asked.

The bloke submitting to Barney's scissors lifted his hands beneath the cape; making it look, to someone with an eye for that kind of thing, as if he had a pair of massive erections.

'Jelly Babies,' he said. 'I mean, think about it. Is that not just the strangest thing. Jelly Babies. You know, they're always there. You eat them when you're a bairn, you grow out of them, and then you don't think about it when you grow up.'

'Aye,' said Barney, 'you're right. You don't.'

'Well, think about it now, Big Man, that's all I'm saying. Jelly Babies. Consider the concept. They are asking you to eat babies. Is that not just a bit strange? You're eating babies. Every bit of them. The eyes, the nose, the arms, the intestines. You know, folk go on about cannibals as if they're weird, but there are millions of school weans out there eating babies every day. Maybe the body parts aren't too well defined,'n' all, but a baby's a baby. They're asking us to eat babies. You just couldn't introduce something new like that nowadays. They only get away with it 'cause they're an institution. Like mince and tatties, only sweeter.'

Barney stood back and admired his handiwork. His first Jimmy Stewart in nearly a year, only his third haircut in his second day back on the job, and clearly the old magic was still there. Just about finished this one, and he hadn't lost it. Not at all. A firm hand, a steady eye, that was all that was required.

Unlike some...

He glanced over at the work being done on the shop's other chair. Leyman Blizzard was doing his best, but this was a haircut from Satan's own factory; the sort of haircut that two months with a bulldozer, three metric tonnes of cement and a brothel full of politicians couldn't hope to salvage. There had been a time when he would have looked askance upon such tawdry work, when he would have cast aside the conventions of honourable workmanship and denounced the haircut to anyone who would listen. But that was then. Barney had gained a sense of perspective. He was working on a rainy day in a small shop, on the outskirts of an old city on the west coast of an unfulfilled country, on the edge of a divided continent, at the heart of an insignificantly small planet, in an inconsequential solar system, at the bottom end of a meagre galaxy, downtown in the great Gotham City of the universe. Who cared if he, or anyone else, gave a bad haircut?

He nodded at the mince and tatties remark, then stood back from the final snip. His work here was complete. He could send the man packing with a haircut answering to every Euclidean assumption, and turn his attention to the solitary chap in the queue. Although, as it happened, Leyman Blizzard came to the end of his magnum opus in malfeasance just before Barney, and he assumed he would take the next customer.

'That's you, mate,' said Barney, 'all done.' Not before time, he thought. Jelly Babies had been the end of it, but what had gone before had ranged far and wide and touched upon almost every topic in the Barbershop Handbook.

The man looked in the mirror, somewhat surprised. There was yet much in his repertoire which required airing, not least the bare bones of his thesis on Lysenkoism and its applicability to ghetto culture. All his mates had heard it and they'd all told him to shut up the minute he opened his mouth, but barbers had no option but to listen. But he was happy enough with the results, so he rose from his chair as the cape was withdrawn, handed over the required money, stuck a cheeky wee fifty pence into Barney's hand, and was gone; murmuring as he went strange thoughts on the demise of Spangles.

Just ahead of him went Leyman Blizzard's customer, the Hair of Horrors upon his shattered head, all sorts of condemnation and humiliation awaiting him, his haircut set to be the concubine to reprobation.

Barney pursed his lips. He and the old man looked at one another, each with a common understanding of the other's abilities. And Blizzard realised he'd made a good decision.

'You take the next customer, son,' he said.

'You sure?' asked Barney. 'You were done first, boss.'

'Naw, naw, on you go, on you go,' he said, and the customer, his heart singing with triumphant relief, stepped up to Barney's chair. A young man, due to go on a surprise last-minute date with the object of his affections, and desperate not to look like a complete idiot.

Barney did the thing with the cape and the towel at the back of the neck, and could feel The Force returning to him. Just like the good old days. Except nowadays he could make a reasonable job of cutting hair. He was back. He was refreshed. This was his Elvis NBC Special. He ought to have been dressed in black and surrounded by babes.

'What'll it be, son?' he asked.

The lad looked at him, considered again what he was about to do.

'I want to look like Elvis,' he said.

A sign.

'Thin Elvis,' said Barney, 'I assume from the fact that you're thin?' Sharp as a button.

'Aye,' said the lad. 'Thin Elvis. Like he looked in Girls, Girls, Girls. Make me look like that.'

Barney had never seen Girls, Girls, Girls, but he could cope. And so he set to work with his scissors, a comb, some shampoo, a hairdryer, a Euro-size can of mousse, two litres of olive oil, half a kilo of fettuccine and a certain degree of panache.

Leyman Blizzard sat and watched; didn't say much at first. The lad said nothing, being altogether too nervous. He had heard tell that Wee Jean McBean, a girl of moist reputation, would forego any sort of lovemaking preliminaries – dinner, dancing, presents, desperate pleading – for an Elvis look-alike. If this haircut went well, he was in there and he knew it.

'What did you think of the haircut I just did, son?' asked Leyman Blizzard after a while.

Barney glanced over at his new boss, remembering to stop cutting hair as he did so, something he wouldn't always have done in the past. He considered his answer and thought of this: there are two kinds of time in life. There's a time for candour, and then there's a time for bollocks. This, thought Barney, was most definitely, with bright, spanking knobs on, a hundred-piece orchestra playing Ode to Joy, and a herald of exultant angels singing hosannas upon high, a time for bollocks.

'It was brilliant. A fine piece of barbery. Hirsutology from the top drawer. A haircut of stunning eloquence. Pure magic.'

Leyman Blizzard rubbed his hand across his beard and nodded.

'Thought it was a load of shite myself,' he said.

'Oh.'

'Can't cut hair to pee my pants,' said Blizzard, and the young lad looked at him out of the corner of his eye, thanking some higher force that he'd been saved. 'Not since a long time passed. You might just be the man to save this shop, son. That was a good job you just did there. A Jimmy Stewart. I can just about manage one of them myself these days, but not much else.'

'What happened?' asked Barney, although he knew the answer. It happened to them all. Eventually the steadiness disappeared, the hand–eye co-ordination was lost, and even the most basic aspects of barbery became a trial.

'Just the usual, son,' said Blizzard. 'Just the same shite that happens to every bastard when they get old. I've been doing this job for near on fifty year. Now I'm washed up. I'm finished. You know who I am? I'm Muhammad Ali when he fought Larry Holmes. I'm George Best when he played for Hibs. I'm Sinatra when he did the Duets albums.'

'Jim Baxter when he went back to Rangers,' said the lad.

'Aye, that's me all right. At a dead end. I'm Arnold Palmer; I'm Sugar Ray Leonard; I'm Burt Reynolds.'

'Steve Archibald when he signed for Barcelona,' said the lad.

'That was at the peak of his career,' said Blizzard.

'Aye, but he was still shite.'

'Fair point. Anyway, I'm all of those people, all of them. I've got about three regular customers left and one of them's so short-sighted the daft bastard can't see what a mess I'm making of his head. I don't know you from Adam, son. I just know your name, and you might be that bloody murdering eejit who disappeared up in the Highlands, 'cause they say he could cut a mean hair or two, I don't know, but you look to me like a hell of a barber. I'll up your wages if I can, and help you out with the Jimmy Stewarts, and I'll leave the rest to you. You're the boss. How about it?'

Barney looked over at Leyman Blizzard. The expression on his face betrayed his astonishment. How many years in Henderson's had he searched in vain for such recognition? How many times in the distant past at that shop had he completed some masterpiece, only to see his work ignored, his genius disregarded, so that eventually his confidence had gone and he had become the bitter pursuivant of mediocrity? And now, after just three haircuts, there was a man willing to reward him for doing a good job. It was as if he had found the father figure he had been missing all these years.

'I'd like that very much, Mr Blizzard,' he said. 'That'd be brilliant.'

'Stoatir,' said the old man. 'And you can call me Leyman.'

They exchanged a glance. A special bond had been created. It was if he were Skywalker to Leyman Blizzard's Yoda. That is, if Yoda had been absolutely shite at cutting hair.

'Here,' said the lad, having found his tongue with the denunciation of Steve Archibald, 'is your name Barney Thomson?'

Barney nodded, now flowing smoothly through the Elvis Girls, Girls, Girls.

'Aye, it is,' he said.

'Bit of a coincidence that. I mean, you being a barber 'n' all?'

Barney Thomson looked down at the lad and took a moment. He turned to Leyman Blizzard, looked around the small barber's shop which had become his new home – the two chairs, the small bench, yesterday's newspapers and five-month-old Sunday Post supplements, and no concessions to Christmas but for the picture of a former Spice Girl, naked but for a discreetly placed bit of tinsel, on the cover of the Mirror – had a glance out of the large windows of the shopfront at the miserable December rain sweeping in off the Clyde, then looked once more at his customer. A shiver eased its way down his spine. All this time stranded in some sort of pointless emasculation, thinking that his only real choice was to hand himself in and face the vicious music of public scorn, when it had proved the simplest thing in the world to walk back into the old ways. The simplest thing in the world. He was back doing what he always loved; he had the same name; he had changed in all sorts of ways, but still he was the same man; and yet he might as well have been someone completely different.

'Not really,' he said. 'Actually I'm the real Barney Thomson.'

The lad caught his eye in the mirror to see if he was being serious, then smiled.

'Aye, right,' he said, 'I bet you say that to all the birds.'

A Name Of Kings

––––––––
Jade Weapon opened fire with her submachine-gun, riddling the bathroom door with holes and pumping the Russian agent, cowering behind, full of hot lead.
'Come on, Malcolm. Do you really want to be in there all day?'

'I want to be in here for the rest of my life. Why don't you just leave me alone? I want to get some sleep.'

'Your mum and dad are really worried. You don't want to do that to them, do you?'

'I've made your favourite, Malcolm! Mince!'

'I hate mince!'

Detective Sergeant Erin Proudfoot turned round to Malcolm Reid's mother and waved at her to keep quiet. Matters were at a delicate stage. At any moment, he could flush his sister's pet hamster, Huey, down the toilet. This was no time to be talking of mince.

Proudfoot looked at her watch. She had been here for nearly half an hour. Called out to a domestic; could have been anything. Assault; battery; arson; noisy neighbours; murder, even; or it could have been a noxious fourteen-year-old, locked in the bathroom, threatening to flush his sister's only pet down the toilet if he didn't get to go to Big Angus's party that Friday night. Had turned out to be the last on the list.

It was never like this on Cagney & Lacey, she thought. Well, maybe in one episode.

What would Jade Weapon, star of the erotic crime thrillers with which she had been filling her spare time at the office, do? Kill someone; sleep with someone else; cause mayhem and damage and be home in time for g&t and three-in-a-bed sex. But Jade Weapon never had to deal with people like this. The mundane, real world.

'Look, Malcolm, it's not about the hamster. Just let Huey go and then we can talk some more,' she said. Mrs Reid gripped her by the arm as she said it. Can't believe I'm saying this crap, thought Proudfoot.

'Naw!' he shouted, and there was an edge to his voice. Margaret Reid gasped. She knew the tone. The same tone he'd used just before he'd tipped his sister's maggot collection into a fish-pond.

'He's getting serious,' she said frantically.

Proudfoot glanced over her shoulder. Delivered her best Back off or I'll arrest you for being a bloody idiot look.

Margaret Reid recognised it, for she had in the past been arrested for being a bloody idiot, and backed off.

'I'm not going anywhere till she says it's all right for me to go to the party. Big Angus gives brilliant parties. She's got one more minute or the hamster gets it. I'm serious.'

One minute or the hamster gets it. Fuck me, thought Proudfoot. It's come to this. I know what Jade Weapon would do, she thought. She'd boot the door in, kick the stupid little bampot's head in, then ram the damned hamster up his backside.

'Come on, Malcolm. It's not even about Big Angus's party, is it?'

She could almost see him thinking through the bathroom door.

'What d'you mean?'

Fine. So maybe it wasn't about Big Angus's party. It didn't mean she actually had a clue what it was about. But then, not in a million years could she have cared.

It had been a long year for Erin Proudfoot, since she and Joel Mulholland had set the notorious Barney Thomson free, and had then engaged in the angry hostilities of romance. A bloody case, the mental scars of which had dominated the few months of their desperate, passionate, bitter relationship, when everything from marriage to suicide had been considered.

Six months now since Mulholland had imploded and disappeared up the west coast somewhere – not a card or a letter – leaving her behind in solitary meltdown. Still she saw her psychiatrist four times a week; still her psychiatrist told the superintendent not to put her anywhere near real criminal activity; and still he lied to her about it, and she imagined she was in better mental health than she was. Occasionally she pondered Mulholland's whereabouts, but she'd made no effort to go after him.

She knew he'd gone a little – or completely – insane himself. She'd heard tell, but just rumour and gossip around the station. But whatever feeling had been there was now gone.

And so there had been a couple of flings in the interim, but her scars had brought to her an intensity that her lovers could not handle. Buxton had been one, another of the CID sergeants. A few evenings, then one night, and she'd scratched his back so that the sheets had been soaked with blood; and that had been that. Then there'd been the idiot she'd met outside the Disney shop in the St Enoch's centre. He'd thought he was picking her up, while all the time it had been the other way round. Again he'd been quick to her bed, but when her nails had been unleashed and she'd cried 'Havoc!' and let rip the dogs of war, he'd crumbled and cracked and off he'd gone, tail between his legs to mourn the death of femininity.

'It's about your parents, Malcolm. I know that.'

'What d'you mean?' said the mother. 'What d'you mean?'

Proudfoot looked at her and shrugged. 'He's a teenager,' she said.

'Might be,' came the small voice from the bathroom.

The mother gave Proudfoot a concerned glance, then looked pleadingly at the blue bathroom door.

'We love you, son, we really do.'

'How can you, Maw, you called me Malcolm? I mean, what kind of name is Malcolm? It's a crap name.'

'That was your father,' she said.

Proudfoot rolled her eyes. Beam me up, Mr Worf, and take me away from here forever.

'It's a name of kings, Malcolm,' said Proudfoot. 'A name of kings.'

There was hefty pause from within. The wheels were in motion; smoke appeared from under the bathroom door.

'Who?' he said eventually. 'What kings were called Malcolm?'

She held her head in her hands. If I had a gun, she started to think, but she had been told four times a week for the past year to fight those thoughts. You won't rid Sutherland from your mind by killing people yourself, she was continually being told. Maybe, she thought; maybe not.

'Malcolm I, Malcolm II, Malcolm III. They were all called Malcolm.'

'Who were they?' he asked. His mother looked at Proudfoot as if she was mad, and she was not far off. 'I mean, what country were they kings of?'

'Scotland, Malcolm, they were kings of Scotland. A long time ago, maybe, but that's the pedigree of the name your parents gave you.'

'Pedigree? You mean, like the dog food?' said Malcolm.

Proudfoot stared at the floor. Imagined the headlines. Crazed Police Sergeant Sets Hamster Free as Mother and Son Die in Hail of Bullets.

'It's a beautiful name, Malcolm. An ancient, regal, royal name of kings.'

No immediate riposte. She could hear him thinking. The good and the bad of emerging from his hideout running through his mind. And then, after the pause, the inevitable.

The lock clicked, the door to the bathroom slowly swung open, and Malcolm Reid stood framed in the sunlight which streamed through the bathroom window. It highlighted wisps of hair around his head; it almost looked as if he had a halo; he was dressed in a long white bathrobe; on his face was the fustiest of fusty little goatees.

He stood with his arms spread at his side, the palms of his hands facing forward; staring at his mother.

'Is that right, Maw?' he said. 'Is that right? Did you name me after the kings?'

'Where's Huey?' she said in response, as he emerged farther from the light, and the halo faded.

'He's under my bed,' he said. 'I was making it all up. I never even had him in there. Was I really named after a king, Maw?'

'You little bastard!'

Time to go, thought Proudfoot, and she was already on her way down the stairs. If there was going to be a domestic assault, she could let it happen; then if someone got called out to it, it wouldn't be her, because they didn't let her near anything physical.

'You were named after your Uncle Malcolm, and he was a bloody eejit 'n' all!' she heard Margaret Reid cry as she reached the bottom step, and with more words of anger in the air, she was at the front door and out into the street.

She stood for a second looking up at the high, grey clouds, the sun poking through in inappropriate places. Took a moment, had a few thoughts. One day at a time, one pointless crime at a time. Crime? Not even that. When was the last time she'd been allowed anywhere near a crime?

And with that sad thought, she was on her way. It was just another day in late December, getting close to the time of year when salt was viciously rubbed into the wound of being alone.

And in less than an hour she would be back on that other pointless, endless job they'd had her on for over five months. One of three officers tasked with tracking the movements of a killer on whom they had nothing; a desperate bid to claim a success, among so much failure. And so, night after night, drowning in bars and sitting outside houses, and looking through binoculars, and not for a second could she imagine that she would ever discover anything they could use.

Not for a second.

Eureka!

––––––––
Later in the afternoon, on Barney's second day of cutting hair, and it was as if he had never been away. Indeed, it might even have been the case that this new, well-balanced, egalitarian Barney Thomson, no longer living in fear of detection, was even more of a whizz with a pair of scissors than his bitter former self. There had been a slow but steady flow of customers through the door, as if sensing his arrival – Hire him and they will come, the voice in the field might have said to Leyman Blizzard. Blizzard was siphoning off the easier cuts, or the cuts that didn't really matter – the Jimmy Stewarts, the skinheads, the children – leaving Barney with the bulk of the more complex work; from the Jimmy Tarbucks to the Mesolithic Preternatural Pot-boilers, and from the Chris Evans '96 to the Gargantuan Liberace Crevice Creepers; and it had even been slightly sunnier in Greenock than normal for late December; that is to say, the sun had shone for approximately four minutes just after lunch.
So, it seemed, life could not have been better for Barney. He was striking up a rapport with customers based on shared interest and intelligent conversation; he could go to the pub every night, or just choose to sit in front of the TV without having to watch the kind of mindless soap opera that used to have Agnes slobbering in anticipation – although he'd probably watch the episode of Return to Beluga Bay when Tray and Pesticide fell out with Condom; he might even visit Cappielow Park on a Saturday afternoon to watch Morton's continuing struggle with reality.

And naturally, being so content with his lot, having everything he could possibly want, with no need for anything else in his life, Barney was as miserable as shite.

Human nature, you see. To always want something more.

'You ever see Eureka! with Gene Hackman?' asked Leyman Blizzard, as they discussed the matter. Just gone four o'clock, no customers of which to speak. They chatted between themselves, and Barney valued the words of wisdom from the old man.

'Didn't see it,' he said. Never even heard of it.

'Good film,' said Blizzard. 'Anyway, Gene Hackman's a gold prospector. That's what he does, that's his life, doesn't know anything else. For years and years he trawls slowly through Alaska, or one of they cold places, miserable as fuck, not finding a bloody sausage. Then suddenly, one day, bugger me with a pitchfork, if he doesn't suddenly come up with the biggest gold find in the history of mankind. Masses of the stuff. More gold than you could stick up your arse. Instantly makes him the richest man on the planet. Anything he wants. Huge mansion, boats, planes, all the women he can eat, the works. And guess what?'

'He's miserable as sin,' said Barney, catching up with the analogy.

'Exactly. Miserable as a bull with no dick in a field full of cows. Ends up dying, the daft bastard. And you know why? 'Cause it's all about not getting what you want, 'cause as soon as you do, there's nothing left. You have to leave yourself needing more than you have or you just die. I'm telling you, son, you have to be wanting for something. It's human nature.'

Barney sat in his barber's chair and stared back at himself in the mirror. He could recognise all the changes in himself from two years previously. He looked older, a few more grey hairs, but there was something a bit fuller and more confident about his face than before. Whereas he'd used to look like a scarecrow, now there was a bit of the Sean Connery about him. So he liked to think. A bit of the hard bastard.

'You might be right, Leyman,' he said. 'You might be right.'

The door opened, a cold breeze followed in the first customer in twenty minutes. The man removed his coat, stuck his hat on a peg – the only time he ever wore a hat was to the barber's, a precautionary measure, so that he had something with which to cover the evidence when he left – and turned to face them. The barbers, in turn, went into their new routine.

'What'll it be, son?' asked Blizzard before the man had been ushered to a seat. One of the easier ones and Blizzard would take charge, having regained a certain amount of confidence working next to the master; one of the harder on the list, and Barney was the man.

'Could you do me a Zombie?' he asked.

Barney nodded. It was one for him.

'Aye, fine. Why don't you sit down there, mate?'

Leyman Blizzard winced at the thought of what might have happened if he'd had to make the cut, then buried himself in that day's Evening Times. Headline: Heeeeeeeeeeere's Barney! He's Back as Milngavie Plumber Put to the Sword.

Barney did the usual with the cape and the towel, lifted a comb and a plant spray gun, and got to work. The Zombie was the latest in post-modern, retro-club Louisville chic, and Barney had never executed one before. He'd seen the pictures, however, and was confident.

'Haven't seen you here before,' said the customer, Davie Whigmore, twenty-six, late of Claverton and Sons, now peddling low-budget window replacements for Arthur Francis Ltd.

'Naw,' said Barney. 'Just started yesterday. Just moved into the area. Not been here long. A couple of days.'

'Oh, aye, where've you come from?' said Whigmore, wondering why anyone who had the choice would move to Greenock.

'Well, here and there,' said Barney. 'You might have heard of me. I'm Barney Thomson.'

Whigmore looked Barney in the eye in the mirror, then turned around – narrowly avoiding serious injury – and looked more closely at his face.

'Aye, you do look like him, now that you mention it, mate,' he said, assuming the position once more. 'Didn't notice it when I came in. So, you must be on the run, then?'

'Aye, aye. Well, I was, I suppose, not sure anymore.'

'Pretty cool, though, isn't it?' said Whigmore. 'I mean, you're like the Fugitive or the Incredible Hulk. Or the A-Team even. Fleeing from justice. Flash bastard, eh? You must get hundreds of women?'

Barney shook his head. Leyman Blizzard stared over the top of the newspaper.

'None so far,' he said.

'Oh, right. Too bad, mate.'

'It's never going to happen,' said Barney. 'Apart from the obvious, that I'm an ugly bastard ...'

'Don't know, mate, there's a bit of the Sean Connery about you.'

'Aye, well, whatever. Apart from that, no one believes me. I mean, do you actually think that I'm the real Barney Thomson?'

Whigmore laughed.

'Of course I don't. You think I'd let you anywhere near my head with a pair of scissors if I thought you were the real, actual, slash-'em-as-soon-as-look-at-'em Barney Thomson? No way.'

'You see?' said Barney. 'I've got a major credibility problem. I look like the guy, I'm fully prepared to admit to being the guy, but no one believes me because there are so many crackpot heid-the-ba's out there who aspire to be me. Very strange.'

Whigmore nodded, nearly putting the Zombie in jeopardy. Fortunately, the barber doing a Zombie has a certain amount of leeway.

'I suppose you're right. That's what it's all about these days, isn't it? Credibility. I mean, the Big Man's going to have a hell of a job if there's ever a second coming. Imagine some bloke turns up and says I'm the Son of God 'n' all that. Who on earth's going to believe the guy? In fact, let's face it, there are probably hundreds of guys every year saying they're the Son of bleeding God, and they all end up in asylums and stuff. Can you blame the doctor who commits them? Course not. What's he supposed to think? But what if the real Son of God has actually made his comeback already and some eejit stuffed the guy into a loony bin? It's bound to happen. So, I can see your point, mate. If you are the real Barney Thomson, and that's not to say for one second that I think you are, no one's going to believe you.'

'Exactly,' said Barney. 'Exactly.'

Whigmore settled back more easily into his seat; started to think of some incontrovertible truths. Everywhere you go in life you find people pretending to be someone they're not; from the big lie like the man cutting his hair as he sat, assuming the identity of another, so that they could impress or make themselves the centre of attention, to the more subtle variety, where one might betray one's own personality to cover some excess that one doesn't want shown; right down to the more petty stuff which is purveyed every week in every bar in the country, such as men hitting on women; Here, love, I'm a big mate o' Ewen McGregor's, you know, and I'm going over to Hollywood next month to help him shag some women.

Lies, lies, everywhere.

Barney thought nothing much at all, as he tried to do most of the time these days. Just running through his mind was some vague musing on why it was that he was so unhappy, and what it was that he really wanted from life. If not this, then what could it be? Or was the old man right? Are you automatically condemned to misery the instant you get what you want? Was that the penalty you paid for achieving your goals?

And so the day went as it wound its way to an inevitable conclusion. And all the time, in the endless tussle of inconsequence inside his head, he tried to ignore the memory of the dream that haunted him; and the dread of the future which deep down he knew lay at the heart of his unease.

And To Them Were Given Seven Trumpets

––––––––
Sometimes the group gathered at a bar for the evening. Eleven murderers out in public. Katie Dillinger always worried on these occasions, because some of them could be a bit boisterous; but they weren't schoolchildren, and she couldn't stop it happening if they decided to do it. Always considered it best to be on hand, so that she could be the United Nations peacekeeping force to their volatile local difficulty.
They were all in attendance this evening, building up a state of excitement. For this was the week of their Christmas retreat; two days in the country, away from judgemental eyes, where they could be themselves, as far as that could go; murder being pretty much off limits.

They were perched around a large table, consuming one end of the bar, in a standard 4–4–2 formation. Dillinger in goal, then a flat back four of Billy Hamilton, Ellie Winters, Annie Webster and Sammy Gilchrist; four strung across the midfield, in Fergus Flaherty, Bobby Dear, Paul Galbraith and Morty Goldman, and the two showmen up front, Socrates McCartney and Arnie Medlock.

The men were jostling for position. They were going away for a weekend where there would be three women to eight men. An ugly imbalance to please no one – except the women – so tough times lay ahead. It was early days and there would be much work to be done once the weekend started, but now was the time for points-scoring and unobtrusive denunciation of the opposition.

As ever the great topics of the day had been discussed as the evening had gone on. Should the Old Firm apply to join the English Premiership or a North Atlantic league and leave the rest to get on with it; was Edward G. Robinson a woman; global warming, myth or nightmare; cornflakes, mundane drudgery or breakfast cereal to die for; the Sixth Commandment, and did God really mean it to be interpreted the way it has been; was Richard II really a poof; milk or plain chocolate; Jim Bett, mug or magician?

Galbraith had something to say to Katie Dillinger; uneasy about saying it, because there was not a lot of truth in what he would say. And they all knew that Dillinger could tell a lie from a long way off.

The truth was, he had better things to do with his weekend than spend it with this mob. And Dillinger might just have been expecting him to make a move on her and bring some competitive element to her yearly rendezvous with Arnie Medlock. Delicacy would be required, and he had pressures from Sophie Delaux to consider. And all sorts of other issues.

First of all he had to disengage himself from the dull Bobby Dear.

'People who take one sugar,' Dear was saying, 'are poofs. That's what we used to say in the army. No sugar is fine, that's a definite statement. Five or six sugars, that's a definite statement. But one or two sugars. Absolute shite. Wishy-washy, can't make up their minds. Shite, I say.'

'Sorry, mate,' said The Hammer Galbraith, 'got to have a word with Katie, you know. Be back with you in a second,' he added, a monstrous lie. I'd die rather than come and talk to you again, might have been nearer the truth. Bobby Dear nodded, didn't really understand.

Galbraith made his way around the table, clutching his seventh pint of heavy. Thought processes were still working smoothly, but there was always the possibility of a breakdown between brain and mouth. Stopped to listen for a second to Socrates, who had moved back down the wing, and was chatting to Ellie Winters. Giving her the usual line. Same old, same old.

'So what do you do, if you're not a philosopher or a footballer, then?' asked Winters. Hoping that this would induce the reciprocal question, for she loved to tell people how she made her living. Socrates took a swig from his pint, then dug into his inside coat pocket and produced a card. Handed it over with a roguish smile.

Spider-Be-Gone Inc.

Socrates McCartney

for all your spider removal needs

____________________________________

Also: Unwanted pests, bugs, vermin & snakes

24 hr service

Tel.: 0898 985 7898

email: spiderbegone@bug.com

Winters looked quizzically at him. A smile came to her lips, for she was sharp as a button and could already see the potential.

'You remove spiders?'

'Aye.'

'From where?'

Socrates shrugged. He knew he was cool.

'From wherever spiders get to. Which is pretty much everywhere really.'

'So, like if somebody's got a spider in their bath, they call you up, and you go and remove it?' she asked, still a little incredulous that such a service existed.

'Aye. I get five or six calls a day and at least one of them's a bath. I turn up, put the spider into a wee carton, take it outside and release it, and I'm on my way.'

She shook her head. 'And how much do you charge for that?'

'Ten pound call-out. Then a fiver for the first spider, and three quid thereafter. Special discounts for big jobs like garden sheds and attics.'

Ellie Winters was beginning to find Socrates McCartney attractive. Despite his nose. And despite the fact that she wasn't really into men.

'So some woman phones you up if there's a spider in the bath, and you charge her fifteen pounds for the all of two seconds it takes to remove it?'

Socrates finished off his pint with a spider-be-gone flourish.

'Right there,' he said, 'you've hit the nail on the head. Women. It's always women. No bloke's ever going to have the neck to call me out, even if they're scared. No bloke's going to let his bird call me out if they're in the house. So it's aye women on their own who give us a call. Think about it,' he said, tapping the side of his napper, 'it's the biggest phobia in Britain. There are about a gazillion spiders out there, and most of them find their way into someone's house at some stage. It's perfect. And, of course, the best bit is that these birds are usually so grateful that I've rid them of their pest that they give us a shag.'

Socrates smiled. Winters smiled too, shaking her head.

'You're serious?'

'Aye, hen, it's brilliant. The perfect job. I get paid good cash, and I get laid at least twice a day. Brilliant. Mind you ...' he said, rising to head off to the bar.

'What?'

'Spiders give us the willies. The bath ones are all right, 'cause you just stick a glass over the bastard. But see garden sheds, I fucking hate them. Another vodka, hen?'

Winters smiled, a move which enhanced the small, pale hairs along her top lip.

'Aye,' she said. 'Another vodka. No ice.'

'Right, hen,' said Socrates, and off he went. The hunter-gatherer.

The Hammer smiled too. Socrates was all right. In his way. Now it was time to talk his own brand of bullshit.

Dillinger was politely listening to Billy Hamilton's thesis on how Britain and Ireland could have won the Ryder Cup in 1987, and maybe another few times as well, without the addition of the European players. Not even sure what sport the Ryder Cup was, Dillinger, but was nodding in all the right places.

Galbraith leant over her, completely ignored Billy Hamilton. He could have crushed wee Billy like a paper cube. Didn't care if he annoyed him.

'Sandy Lyle, brilliant player, brilliant. Faldo couldn't lick his shoes, even now,' were Hamilton's last few words on the subject.

'Here, Katie, can I have a word?' said The Hammer.

Billy Hamilton attempted to give him a Robert de Niro, but with the foosty moustache and insipid eyes, it was more of a Terry-Thomas.

'Sure,' said Dillinger, delighted to escape. 'Sorry, Billy, I'll be back in a minute.'

'Aye, right,' said Hamilton, and his moustache wilted.

The Hammer and Dillinger wandered over to the bar, away from the crowd. To their right Arnie Medlock and Sammy Gilchrist exploded in near-violent argument over the nature of Wordman's Theorem, but they ignored it and leant against the sodden bar. Brushed away the beer and the peanuts, and the detritus of urine from unwashed fingers.

'What's up?' she said.

The Hammer nodded, lips clenched. Looked her in the eye.

'Got a few things to do this weekend,' he said.

Dillinger's eyebrows plunged together.

'What are you saying?'

He shrugged, lifted his pint and waved it around a little.

'This and that. Stuff, you know. And the bastard is us going on Saturday and coming back on Monday. Just can't get the day off work.'

'It's Christmas Eve!'

'You know what it's like at that place.'

'So you're not coming?'

He stared at her. Expressionless.

'Pretty much,' he said.

'Paul?' she said, a little pained. She could be cool, she could achieve her air of aloofness, she could be judgemental, but she still had feelings same as every other human, and a lot of those feelings were for The Hammer. A good man; brutal, perhaps, but always a good bet on the weekend away in case tempers frayed and the true nature of some of their crowd emerged. 'I thought, well you know ...' she said, and let the sentence drift off.

The Hammer shrugged again. Stay firm, he thought.

'Just got things to do, you know. Sorry, love, but that's the way it goes.'

'What are you doing, then?' asked Dillinger. Could tell there was something else going on in there. None of this lot ever told the truth.

The Hammer could no longer look her in the eye. Quickly downed the rest of his pint. He didn't owe her anything. He had vague feelings for her, but he could afford to lose them. And, of course, if the worst came to the worst, he could always just kill her. It wasn't like he hadn't done it before.

Drained the glass, rested it in a pool of sludge. Arnie Medlock drunkenly yelled something about Wagner's antagonistic interdependence with Nietzsche; someone obscurely put George Harrison's Behind That Locked Door on the juke-box; across the bar punches were thrown in a discussion on Paul McStay's overall contribution, or lack of it, to Scottish football; outside a car smashed into a lamppost; overhead, a plane, destined to crash into the side of a Spanish mountain after a near-miss with an Air Afrique 737 flown by the pilot's brother-in-law, roared quietly through the night sky.

'Got to go, babe,' he said. Put a small piece of paper in her hand. 'Here's my name for the Christmas draw. You'd better give it to someone else.' Cheekily leant forward and kissed her on the lips, didn't look her in the eye, and was gone. The Incredible Captain Bullshit, that was how he'd been known at university. Until the incident with his ex-girlfriend, after which he'd became the Incredible Captain Bloodbath.

Katie Dillinger watched him go. Curious and moderately hurt. Looks like me and Arnie Medlock this weekend, she thought.

She turned and surveyed her merry men and women. Arguing, chatting, flirting, pointing, shouting, talking, posing. A flawed bunch who she would lead away for a weekend in an isolated house in the Borders; and as she surveyed them, a shiver ran up her back and suddenly she felt a cold draught of dread and a vision of blood and of a slashed throat came to her, and was gone in the time it took to lift her glass and nervously swallow the remnants of her fifth vodka tonic of the night.

*** 

Number three. Or number two, as the police would think, for it would be some time before they realised that Wee Corky Nae Nuts had been murdered by the same man.

The killer was keeping better count, however. For the moment. Seven was his intended number. A good number, seven. Seven seals.

The same thing for supper every night now for two months. Home from the pub, then Spam fritters, chips and mushy peas. The pleasure of it was beginning to wear off. He had only been able to finish them these past couple of nights owing to the wine with which he'd been washing it down. A New Zealand chardonnay. Strangely it didn't recommend on the label that you should drink it with Spam fritters, so he was thinking of writing to the vineyard and getting them to change the wording. A light, fruity wine with excellent length, firm thighs and a hairy arse, with overtones of strawberries, lime and mince. Delicious as an aperitif, or as an accompaniment to fish, chicken, salad, Spam fritters, chips and mushy peas. Buy it or we'll break your legs.

He swallowed the remainder of the bottle and headed on out into the night. It had turned a little colder, and there was light December rain in the air. A jacket, certainly, but he still didn't need a jumper. Might not even have needed the jacket in fact, if he hadn't required somewhere to conceal the knife.

Not sure yet of his intended victim. Might be male, might be female. You just never knew until it happened.

He was moderately disturbed by himself, since this psychotic urge had been reawakened. Sometimes, however, you just had to follow through on your urges. And so he caught a lonely bus to a different part of the city, and on this dank night he would see another lonely figure plying a desolate trade and, with a smile upon his face, he would move in for the kill.

*** 

And in the small hours of the morning, as the killer made his way home on an even lonelier bus, and as the body of Jason Ballater lay slumped in a bloody mess against the wall of a public WC; and as the rain fell softly against the bedroom windows of the city; and as the night wept for the departed and all the souls who would lose the fight for life, Barney Thomson awoke from a nightmare, the prayers for his own soul still ringing in his head, the spectre of death still standing at his shoulder, his heart thumping, pains across his chest, drenched in sweat.

And That's All From Caesar's Palace

––––––––
Feet up, eyes closed.
If it had been a warm, sunny day, the air filled with luxurious summer smells, the occasional bug buzzing by, and if some bikini-clad überchick had been running at his beck and call, fetching cold beers and endless packets of Doritos, while performing a vast array of indescribably erotic things to his body, then it would have been high up in the top ten list of things to do when you were dead.

But it was Scotland in December, so you took what you could get. It was not too cold, he had a cup of tea and a ham, cucumber and mustard sandwich, and he was on his own; which, while not as good as hanging out with a bikini-clad überchick, was way up on being with some cretinous idiot who'd irritated the ham sandwich out of him.

Which just about classified everyone Detective Chief Inspector Joel Mulholland knew these days, such ill-humour had he been in these recent months.

The river rolled by, water splashing against rocks and rounding up twigs and leaves to sweep them downstream; a variety of fish loafed about, avoiding the meagre fare on offer at the end of Mulholland's line; a zither of wind rustled what leaves remained on the trees; clouds occasionally obscured the sun, before passing on their way. Somewhere overhead a plane headed west, carrying on board, by some strange coincidence, Mulholland's ex-wife, although he was not to know. It was some seven months since they'd had any direct contact, all communication between them now being conducted through, on the one hand Weir, Hermiston, Jekyll & Silver, and on the other Goodchap, Neugent, Turkey & Bratwurst.

Generally there are two or three ways you can go when nearly thirty people under your protection are murdered, and you get to view most of the mutilated bodies along the way. There's the way where you throw yourself back into your work, doing whatever minor tasks the superintendent will let you near. There's the way where you go completely off your head, wander around the streets, naked bar the pair of underpants on your head, singing the first eight verses of Old Shep. Or you can go quietly insane, get transferred to some sleepy backwater, and spend your days fishing and doing paperwork on whatever local youth has chosen to fall into the river the night before, after drinking too much gooseberry wine at his Uncle Andy's fiftieth birthday party.

Sergeant Erin Proudfoot had opted for the first on the list. It was the only way for her, and she had been rewarded with every trivial task coming the way of Maryhill police station for ten months; from the theft of some old granny's thimble collection, to missing cats and stray libidos, she'd seen it all.

Mulholland had tottered between the other two. A few months of intense romance with Proudfoot and then, with the breaking of any other day, but a day on which reality had finally kicked in, he'd gone gently off his head. Over thirty men dead, a police officer downed among them, he'd had to view the sort of carnage at which Genghis Khan would have winced. He had taken it out on Proudfoot – love by any other name – and when at last he had edged towards quiet insanity, he'd been posted, at his request, to the requisite sleepy town in Argyll, to fish and sleep and eat and occasionally solve some innocent crime. (Not that major crime didn't happen in Argyll, it was just that none of it was put the way of Joel Mulholland.)

So they had gone their separate ways, these two, but they had this in common. They were both in counselling, and would be for some time to come; unless destiny played its hand, as it has a tendency to do.

Not that Mulholland gave much thought to counselling as he felt a gentle pull on his fishing line; in fact, he didn't think about much at all. The past was there to be dredged up four or five hours a week by Dr Murz, and not at any other time. And if he was required to face that past in order to return to normality, then, he occasionally opined to the doctor, who needed normality?

The tug on the fishing line came a little harder. Might have something, he thought, as he tried to rouse himself from the waking dream; a dream which, as usual, had dark edges and strange, evil creatures poised to enter at any moment, should he let his guard down. Eyes slowly opened; a man stood in front of him, fingers wet from where he'd been tugging the line.

Mulholland stared for some time. Nothing worse than being interrupted when you're in the middle of nothing. The other man looked around at the trees and the river and the blue sky; there was a light smell of wood burning in the air, and despite the mildness, the promise of a crisp early evening.

'Very tree-ie around here,' said Constable Hardwood.

Mulholland closed his eyes, trying to drift back into the world of non-demons he had just left.

'Arboreal, Constable,' he said. 'The word is arboreal.'

'Aye,' said Hardwood. 'And there's a lot of trees 'n' all. Reminds me of a place my dad used to take me fishing when I was a lad.'

'Oh aye,' said Mulholland, eyes firmly closed, his netherworld receding all the time. 'Where was that?'

'About fifty yards along the river there,' said Hardwood, pointing.

'Har-de-har-har, Constable. You want to tell me what I can do for you?'

Hardwood smiled at the closed eyes. There'd been a time, not long after Mulholland arrived, when he'd been in awe of the man. There'd been a glint of madness in his eye and stories were legion of the affair at the monastery, as if he himself might have had something to do with all the murders. But over time Hardwood and the rest of the station had come to realise that Mulholland was merely shell-shocked, not mad. Harmless in his way. Although you could never be completely sure; that's what Sergeant Dawkins said.

'You're wanted,' said Hardwood.

'I'm fishing.'

Hardwood nodded and stared around at the trees. Didn't know the name of any of them. They were green, and in the winter the leaves come off; that was the limit of his knowledge. Trees weren't his thing. Constable Lauder said that Mulholland had threatened him with a knife not long after he'd arrived, but no one really believed it. And if it had been true, then so be it, because if anyone deserved to be threatened with a knife...

'It's important,' said Hardwood.

'Don't care,' said Mulholland, eyes firmly shut.

Hardwood nodded again. Beginning to wonder what to do next. On the one hand he had the perhaps not psychopathic but at least a bit strange Joel Mulholland; while on the other he had Superintendent Cunningham, a woman who ate men's testicles for breakfast. And lunch.

Tough call. He balked.

'You're still here, Constable,' said Mulholland, eyes closed, the taste of ham, cucumber and mustard in his mouth.

'Aye.'

'What could you possibly want now that I've sent you on your way?'

Hardwood didn't move. He'd known Mulholland would be like this; and he'd been told to get him under any circumstances.

'You really are needed, sir,' he said, knowing that it wasn't enough. He would need more than that to persuade the shell-shocked victim from his fishing perch.

'Don't give a hoot, son,' said Mulholland. 'Go back and tell Geraldine that she can stick her head up her arse. You can help her to stick her head up her arse if you want; you have my authority.'

The fishing line was tugged again; a sharp pull. Mulholland snapped. Eyes open, he sat up, filled with the instant rage to which he had been prone for months. Did not even try to contain it.

'Bloody hell, Constable, I told you to fuck off! It's my day off, I've got nothing to go in for, so would you just get out of my face? Leave me in peace and tell Geraldine she can go and piss in her shoes. I'll see her in the morning.'

'That wasn't me, sir,' said Hardwood dryly.

'What?'

There was another tug at the line, Hardwood nowhere near it. As ever with his explosions of anger, Mulholland felt instant regret; and as ever, it ruined the sound basis for his argument and put him a couple of goals behind.

It was time, he thought, leaning forward and rubbing his forehead, that Murz started earning her money. He didn't need counselling a few hours a week, it should be all day every day for the next twenty years. And so he ignored the jumping line.

'Sorry, Constable, that was bad.'

'That's all right, sir,' said Hardwood.

'So what's the score, then? Why's Geraldine so keen to see me? Wanting into my pants?' said Mulholland glibly, as he hauled himself from his seat and began to wind in his third fish of the day; three fish he would never get the chance to eat.

'Likes 'em younger than you, sir,' said Hardwood and Mulholland laughed.

'Right, Constable. About your age, by any chance?'

Hardwood smiled, Mulholland shook his head. So it went, and he began to get his equipment together, fishing posted to the back of his mind.

Soon he would be dispatched back to Glasgow, to be once more commissioned to follow the trail of Barney Thomson; and to be once more landed in the dark heart of a murderer's lair, to taste the putrid flesh.

'Whatever it's going to be,' said Mulholland, 'I'll bet it's a load of pants.'

'Aye,' said Hardwood, knowing no more than Mulholland. 'No doubt.'

The Clothes-Horse Of Senility

––––––––
Barney stepped back and looked at the hair from a different angle. It was not going well. In fact, it was downright ugly. There had been more successful invasions of Russia in the previous two hundred years than this. It was time for retrospection, perhaps even damage limitation.
The Tyrolean Überhosen was one of the most complex haircuts ever to have emerged from Austria, and only three or four barbers outside the general Anschluss area had ever been able to master it. And for all his greatness, for all his communication with the gods of barbery, for all the angels fluttering their wings at his shoulder, and for all the elves weaving necromancy into the very fabric of his comb and scissors, rendering household plastic and steel into wondrous instruments of sortilege and legerdemain, transforming him from the journeyman barber of his past to the thaumaturgist of the present, turning water to wine by the agency of the theurgical jewels of his workmanship, Barney Thomson wasn't one of those three or four; and he was making an arse of it.

It was a tough haircut, no question. Ask any barber in Britain to perform it and they will quail at the very mention, for the line between success and failure is a fine one, and the consequences of that failure can be monumentally disastrous.

Of all the law suits brought against barbers in Great Britain over the final twelve years of the twentieth century, more than half were as a direct result of a failed Tyrolean Überhosen. See a man wearing what is obviously the first hat he could get his hands on, on a warm day when no headwear is required, and it's a sure bet that under that ill-fitting hat is a failed attempt at this haircut of which only kings can truly dream.

Why do men take the chance, many have wondered; but only those who have never seen the finished article in all its glory. It is questioned only by those who have never seen a man, bedecked in a perfectly executed Tyrolean Überhosen, strolling through town, with more confidence about him than Muhammad Ali when he fought Sonny Liston (or anyone else for that matter), men in awe of his every word, desperate women tearing frantically at his trousers, and the sun shining down upon him while rain soaks everyone else in his vicinity.

The barber who can execute the Tyrolean Überhosen is a wealthy man, for he can command a huge fee for every cut. And so Barney had dreamed of this day. Twice before, at Henderson's so very long ago, he had been asked for the cut, but he hadn't had the confidence to agree to do it. Not with those others in the shop just waiting to pass comment; not with his confidence shattered, and even the simplest Frank Sinatra '62 causing him problems. But now he'd been offered the chance of his shot at greatness, and such was his confidence, such was the air of indefatigability about him, the all-conquering hero of hirsutology he believed himself to have become, that he'd taken it on with barely a second thought, and hardly a trembling finger.

Twenty-five minutes in, however, and it was, as previously reported, getting ugly. It was not happening the way it was supposed to; the cut itself was uneven, the hair was not sitting as it should; the razor had buzzed unnecessarily long in his hand. Of course, not every head of hair is right to be turned into this cut, and this was indeed such a head of hair. Even Gert Struble, the famous late-nineteenth-century barber-cum-philosopher from Salzburg, would have been unable to successfully transform this head. Barney had known of this limitation, but bravado had forced his hand.

'How's it going, mate?' asked Wolfie Hopkins, not long returned from a walking holiday in the Tyrol and keen to emulate all the gigolos living it up at the expense of a variety of fabulous women.

Barney hesitated. There's a time for candour, etc., etc. This was a new, more-confident-with-the-customers Barney, however. Was there any point in lying? He could hardly cut the guy's hair down to nothing; he had more hair than Barney the Bear, a bear he'd once seen in a zoo; and the jug of water treatment would be completely lost on the bloke. Perhaps it was time to cut his losses.

'I have to be honest with you, mate. I don't think it's going too well. I'm sorry, but I just don't know what else I can do.'

Leyman Blizzard looked over from where he was struggling through a Zeppo Marx. He'd never even heard of a Tyrolean Überhosen, and he was not about to think critically.

Wolfie Hopkins pursed his lips and nodded. He'd already realised, even though there'd obviously still been some way to go. No fool, Wolfie Hopkins, he'd known the difficulty, been aware of the consequences, he'd known that his hair was probably not suited; and he'd also known that if the barber was sensible and pulled out in time, there would still be other, albeit less attractive, options open to him.

'That's all right, mate,' said Wolfie. 'Is there anything else you can do?'

Barney breathed deeply and took a further step back. Suddenly felt relieved. The haircut wasn't happening, he'd been foolish to start it in the first place, but at least the customer was being realistic.

'Might be able to do you a Lionel Blair,' he said.

Wolfie Hopkins laughed harshly. 'You've got to be joking, mate. Never.'

'Aye, aye, right enough. Don't want to leave you looking like that, eh? What about a William Shatner or maybe even an Estonian Eleemosynary Euclidean Short Back and Sides?'

Hopkins turned around. 'Bloody hell,' he said, 'that last one sounds flash. What is it, exactly?'

'Basically,' said Barney, wondering how he could word this so that it lived up to its name, 'it's a short back and sides.'

Wolfie Hopkins stared into the mirror. The dream had gone. He knew not that he currently sat in the chair of the finest barber in Scotland, but he doubted anyway that any other barber in the country would have been able to give him the cut he desired. Sometimes it made sense just to sit back, take what was coming to you, and go with the flow. Two days to the office Christmas party, and he was as well taking the safe option at this stage. It was not as if he desperately needed great hair to get the women anyway. He could always rely on his charm, his impressive good looks, and if all else failed, his horse-sized genitals.

'Aye, that'll do, mate,' he said. And Barney, breathing a sigh of relief, got down to business.

*** 

Late afternoon in the shop. Getting dark outside. It was about the time that people were beginning to think of packing up work for the day; that the latest Glasgow killer was beginning to wonder about his next victim; and about the time that Joel Mulholland was heading back to Glasgow, to once again face the reality of police work and murder investigation.

Barney was working steadily through a Burt Lancaster '65; Leyman Blizzard was giving a young lad a Jimmy Stewart even though he'd asked for a Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink; while one customer sat and waited, reading that day's edition of the Evening Times. Headline: Thomson Strikes Again, City in Grip of Fear.

Barney had seen these headlines, of course, and such was his sense of defeat at the hands of inevitability that he was not in the least surprised that some murderer should have kicked off a killing spree within a few days of his return to the city. He would almost have been surprised if it hadn't happened. But he doubted that anyone was going to turn him in, so disbelieving were all his customers that he was who he claimed to be.

He might have had alibis for the evenings in question, he wasn't sure. There was a fair chance that when the murders were committed he'd been sitting in the Paddle Steamer, bored stiff, listening to the bit about how Leyman had cut Elvis's hair in 1960, how he'd got the King's earwax caught under his fingernail, and how he hadn't washed for a fortnight. Although perhaps he'd been sitting in front of the television at home, with no one to vouch for him but Les Dennis or Peter Sissons.

There was a healthy debate on adverts taking place; or at least, the sort of debate where all the participants are on the same side.

'Load of pish,' said Barney's Burt Lancaster, 'and pretentious pish at that. But that's no' the main thing. You want to know what the main thing is?'

Barney nodded; at a delicate stage, adjacent to the right earlobe.

'When was the last time you saw an advert where the man in it didn't look like a total wank stain on the pants of society? Eh?'

'Aye,' said Leyman Blizzard, 'what he said!'

'I mean,' Burt Lancaster continued, 'every single advert you get these days where there's a bird and a bloke, the bird's as cool as you can get, and the guy's a flipping idiot. You know, if there's two folk eating breakfast cereal, and one of the cereals is a stunning bit of stuff, while the other's a load of shite, gives you haemorrhoids, and makes you look like a total arseface just 'cause you're eating it, you can bet that it's the bird who's eating the new packet of Just Perfect, or Fucking Stunning, or New Fibre Wheato-Flakes or Some Packet of Shite That Makes You Shit Like A Horse And No Want Lunch Until About Three In The Afternoon. And if it's a motor, it'll have some stupid name like the new Fiat Pants or the Renault Smug Bastard, and there'll be some bird who's all racy and chic and gorgeous who'll know all about the car and know how to drive it, while the poor slob of a bloke'll just be sitting watching the fitba', and would much rather be in his Wartburg, and the implication'll be that the bloke can't drive properly 'cause he's got no dick. It absolutely rips my knitting.'

'Rips your knitting?' said Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink. 'The ones I hate are those domestic ones where the bloke's a total knobend and the bird's got to show him how to do the washing up, or put the washing machine on, or turn on the telly or wipe his arse. It's dreadful.'

'Sexist,' said Burt Lancaster. 'Bloody sexist. You couldn't get away with doing it the other way about.'

'Naw,' said Hasselbaink, 'you couldn't. Adverts are all dominated by women these days. You can't fart without there being some advert for tampons or Canesten or washing-up liquid, or some other women's shite like yon. Shocking.'

'Canesten?' said Leyman Blizzard. 'Did he no' use to play for Morton?'

'You know why it is, though?' said Barney, ignoring Blizzard.

'Why?' said Hasselbaink and Lancaster in unison.

'It's because these advertisers know that women are more susceptible to these things. I mean, let's face it, most of the stuff that gets advertised on the telly's a load of shite, right? They tell you something's going to make your teeth whiter than white, or make you more attractive, or make your shoes shinier, or some shite, whatever, but it's all a load of kiech. Like yon Twix advert from a while back where some bloke would take a galumphing great bite out of some other chocolate bar, jamming the bloody thing so far back down his throat he couldn't breathe, then some eejit would take a minuscule bite from a Twix and then start prattling on about how brilliant he was because he had so much of his bar left, and that the other guy was a wanker. It was all a load o' pish.'

'So?'

'Well, you see, women can't see through all that. They're no' as astute as us men. They're more susceptible to the adman's bullshit. Men have smart, intuitive, clear-thinking, rapier-like minds. Women are just stupid. So the admen have to pander to women's stupidity, knowing that men are too sage to be fooled by them. Too sage,' he repeated.

Burt Lancaster, Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink and Leyman Blizzard stared into the mirror, thinking deeply about what Barney had just said. Sounded about right, they thought.

'Wait a minute,' said Blizzard. 'Wasn't Canesten the guy that went to the Rangers and got his leg broken?'

Don't Dum-De-De-Dum-Dum

––––––––
'I've thought of a good advert for that crap you drink,' said Barney to Leyman Blizzard.
Blizzard downed the dregs of his neat whisky and laid the glass back on the table.

'Good for you, son,' he said. 'You can tell me all about it after you've got me another.'

Barney shook his head. 'Jings,' he said. 'I wish you'd stop drinking that stuff as if it was lager. You've had about five of them and I'm still on my first pint.'

'That's 'cause you drink like a pussy,' said Blizzard, and Barney finished off the rest of his pint in one gulp as some concession to peer pressure, then headed for the bar.

They were in Barney's new local; the bar that had been Blizzard's home from home for some time. The Paddle Steamer; ten minutes' walk from Barney's flat, and where he now found himself for the third night running. The occasional game of dominoes, but mostly they sat and talked, reliving great haircuts from the past. In Blizzard's case this consisted entirely of his insistence that he'd cut Elvis's hair when he'd stopped at Prestwick on his way back from Germany in 1960. The story usually came between his fifth and sixth doubles, but sometimes earlier. Barney hadn't heard it yet that evening; it was due.

'Pint of Tennents and a double for Leyman,' said Barney, and the barman nodded and went about his business.

Barney looked around the bar as he waited. Saw the same old faces. Only the third night and already it was as familiar as anything he'd ever known. The faded wallpaper, the one-armed bandits unchanged in the corner since time began, Old Jack the barman, and the occasional barwoman, Lolita. This was his new life; and if it already seemed mundane and overly familiar after three evenings, what would it be like after a few years? A decade? Or worse, would he still be here when he was eighty-five, telling some younger man in the bar how he'd once cut Billy Connolly's hair before he'd become famous.

He exchanged money and drinks and headed back to the table. Blizzard was leering unattractively at a woman fifty years his junior at a nearby table.

'Stop that, Leyman,' he said, as he sat down, 'you're frightening her.'

'Bollocks,' said the old man, 'she fancies me.'

'Aye, in your dreams.'

Blizzard downed half the drink in one then laid the glass on the table.

'Right then, son, tell us about this brilliant advert you've got. Though I don't know why you're telling me, 'cause it's no' as if any bastard needs to persuade me to buy it.'

'Right,' said Barney, 'here we go. The Teletubbies are driving along the road in a motor, right?'

'Who the fuck are the Teletubbies?'

'You know, they stupid bastards on the telly. Four big fat bastards, of different colours 'n' all that. One of the blokes has got a handbag.'

'A handbag? A big, fat, funny-coloured bloke with a handbag? What kind of shite do you watch on the telly, anyway?'

'Help m'boab, Leyman, every bastard's heard of the Teletubbies. Anyway, they're all driving along in the motor, when all of a sudden they hit something in the middle of the road and they crash.'

'They hit what? What kind of thing are you going to just get in the middle of the road?'

'I don't know, something. A pheasant or some shite like that.'

'You really think you're necessarily going to crash just 'cause you hit a pheasant?'

'Fuck, all right, then, they hit a lamppost. That better?'

'A lamppost? In the middle of the road? Where the fuck are these people?'

'God, Leyman, you're a cantankerous old bastard. Right, a bloody huge dog runs out in front of them, they swerve to avoid it, and they hit a lamppost at the side of the road. How's that?'

'That seems plausible. Don't think that's going to sell you much whisky, though, is it? What's your slogan going to be? Drink This Shite and You Might Crash Your Motor and Die? That's brilliant, son. Think you should stick to your day job.'

'They haven't been drinking yet.'

'So why do they crash the motor, then?'

'Because of the fucking dog!'

'Oh aye, aye, right enough. Right, on you go. There's these four weird-looking bastards with handbags in a motor. To avoid hitting a dog they drive into a lamppost. Got you. What happens next?'

Blizzard finished off his sixth double whisky of the night.

'Right. They all die, except the wee one, the red one, you know.'

'The red one? One of them's red?'

'Aye, and she doesn't die.'

'She? I thought they were all blokes?'

'Naw. There's a couple of blokes and a couple of birds.'

'So it's one of the birds who's got a handbag? Nothing wrong with that, son. You made it sound sinful.'

'Naw, it's one of the blokes who's got the handbag.'

'How come?'

'I don't know, do I? Bloody Hell, Leyman, let me finish. So they're all dead, right?'

'I thought the red one wasn't dead?'

'Aye, right, they're all dead except the red one. Right?'

'Right. But I think you'd better get to the point, 'cause I'm beginning to think your talking a load of shite.'

'Right. We switch to a couple of months later, and the wee bastard's sitting in a bar quaffing double whiskies. Pissed out her socks, so she is. And she keeps downing the doubles in a oner. Then she slams her glass down on the bar, and says to the barman, “Again, again. Again, again.”'

Blizzard stared across the table, looking a bit bemused. There was a loud cheer from around the dartboard, the sound of lager filling a glass from a malfunctioning tap. The woman Blizzard had been eyeing up slapped her hand viciously onto the face of the man sat across the table from her, before he got up and headed to the bar. Somewhere there was the vague sound of arguing over the exact consistency of Jupiter's atmosphere.

'What in the name of fuck are you talking about, son?' said Blizzard eventually.

'You've got to watch the programme,' said Barney. 'I mean, I've only seen it a couple of times myself.'

'Load of shite, by the sounds of it. Right, son, tell you what. You away and buy me another couple of shots. I'm going to have a go at this bird that's been giving me the eye while her shag's at the bar. And if I blow out, when you get back I'll tell you all about the time I cut the King's hair. Rare story, that one. Rare.'

Barney rose once more from his seat. Not that bloody rare, he thought to himself, as he headed off across the pub.

*** 

'What are you saying, son?' asked Leyman Blizzard.

Barney stared across the table. There are all sorts of different ways in which drunkenness manifests itself, no question about that. Leyman Blizzard's was fairly harmless. He didn't get aggressive, he didn't slur his words, he didn't get maudlin, he didn't marry someone he shouldn't, he didn't pick fights just for the hell of it. What did happen was that he talked incessantly about Elvis.

'Don't,' said Barney. 'Just don't keep telling me about bloody Elvis. I know you cut the bastard's hair. I know you told him he should stick to rock 'n' roll and that if he'd listened to you he'd still be alive today. I know all that. Give us a break, will you?'

'Are you saying that I've told you all this before, is that it, Mr Fancy Pants Haircutting Bastard?'

'Aye, you told me last night, and the night before that. And you also mention it in the bloody shop every time some idiot with black hair walks in. Just give us a break. Could you no' have cut John F. Kennedy's hair tonight or something?'

'But I didn't cut that bastard's hair. I cut Elvis's hair, didn't I no'?'

'Aye, so you've said.'

Leyman Blizzard held his hands up in some sort of weird, drunken gesture; waved them around a little; nodded his head.

'All right, son, all right, you may have a point. But face it, at least I'm pissed when I start going on about the King, and at least it's a true story. You, on the other hand, are always sober and haven't shut up about how you're Barney bloody Thomson since you got here.'

Barney did the 'Penalty, ref!' gesture and shook his head.

'What do you want me to say, Leyman? I am Barney Thomson, I can't help it. I am who I am.'

'There you go with your cod philosophy. Why don't you hand yourself in to the polis, then?'

'Come on, Leyman, I've tried that. You know I've tried it. They're no' interested. The second lot I went to I even suggested they do a DNA test on me, and the bloke told me to clear off. Said they'd run out of money to do DNA tests 'cause they'd done so many in the past year. What can I do, Leyman? I'm stuffed. And you're stuck with me.'

Blizzard swallowed the last of his fourteenth and final whisky for the night – a man who knew his limit. He shook his head, reached across the table and gripped Barney by the hand. Barney felt a little self-conscious and hoped no one was looking.

'You'll be the saviour of my shop, son,' said Blizzard. 'I can't imagine it without you now. I hope you're going to be here for years to come. You're a good pal, 'n' all.'

He took his hand away as he spoke, allowing Barney to feel more comfortable and appreciate the sentiment. Needed, liked and respected. What more could he really want?

'Just a couple of bits of advice,' continued Leyman, and Barney was not entirely sure he wanted to hear them. 'First of all, you've got to get yourself a shag, Big Man. There are plenty of women out there, you've got to get stuck in, you know?'

'Right.'

'And another thing. Don't know if this is for you, or no'. Might be, might not. We'll see.'

He did an exaggerated thing with his hand while he paused, indicating maybe, maybe not. Barney leaned forward, although he didn't know why he was that interested. When is advice from drunk men ever even remotely applicable to this planet, never mind the situation to which they are referring? Barney was not to know that this advice would seem strangely relevant, would seem like the perfect foil to the uncertainties over his past and would ultimately plant him firmly, once more, in the nest of vipers.

He strained to hear above the cheering coming from the dartboard area.

'I know somebody who knows somebody else,' said Leyman, lifting his eyebrows.

'Aye?' said Barney, when nothing else was immediately forthcoming.

Blizzard tapped the side of his nose in an exaggerated manner; winked excessively; nodded his head. And then he slowly collapsed onto the table, so that his face lay in among the whisky swill, his mouth was squashed open and his nose was bent to the right.

Some other time, then, thought Barney.

And You Only Live Twice

––––––––
Once more back where it all began. Joel Mulholland sat across the desk from Chief Superintendent McMenemy, as the old man read the only folder remaining on his spartan desk. One late December morning, still the weather outside that nothing, grey, mild, humourless weather that pollutes Scotland for much of the year. And Mulholland sat there and watched the old man, with nothing, grey, mild, humourless thoughts on his mind.
Had no idea why he was there; could not even begin to care; and had already decided that if he didn't like the sound of what he was about to be told, he'd tell McMenemy where he could stick his job, and where he could stick the entire police force. Although, after several hours of thought on what it could be that required his presence in front of the self-styled M of the Strathclyde police, the only explanation he could think of was so that M could tell him that he was not wanted any more.

That would make sense. He was a wash-out, and he knew it. Couldn't have given a hoot either. He'd got enough money in the bank that he could afford to go to some quiet little village somewhere, settle down, and live a life of trundling nothingness... for up to a fortnight. After that, when he'd run out of cash, who knew what he'd do. Rob banks maybe.

M raised his head and stared seriously across the old desk at Mulholland. The clock ticked high up on the wall, cars skittered past outside, somewhere a woman bit noisily into a bar of chocolate she'd seen advertised on TV at the weekend. McMenemy's eyes searched Mulholland's face for any sign of spirit, but he could find nothing. He had heard, of course, what he'd been up to. Weekly reports had come back to McMenemy from Murz and Cunningham. He knew the state of Mulholland's mind; and he thought he'd found the perfect way to get him out of it. Expected, as he sat, that Mulholland would know exactly why he was there; and couldn't have been more wrong.

'It's been a few months, Chief Inspector. How've you been?'

Mulholland shrugged. How is anybody? Is anyone ever as bad as they say they are, or as good as they think they might be?

'All right,' he said, trying not to dwell on introspection.

'Done some work up the west coast,' McMenemy said, half-question, half-remark. He knew everything Mulholland had worked on this past six months, and knew that little of it would have had any meaning or interest. His wife had gone; his life too, and to a place from where it would be very difficult to retrieve.

'Some,' Mulholland replied. A few cases, one arrest; only surviving up there as a favour from Cunningham to McMenemy, repaying an old debt.

'How do you feel?' McMenemy asked. 'Ready yet for some real work, or do you think you need a little longer where you are?'

He knew full well the answer to that question. The soft touch was not working. If he left Mulholland where he was, he would never get his officer back. He was not the best man he'd ever had, but he was a good detective, and there were few enough of them around. He had decided there might only be one way to bring him round. Shock tactics. Put him back in the same situation as before, and see how he reacted. If he failed, and failed to the point where he even lost his life, then what had the police lost as a result? And should he succeed, and they got their man back, then it would have been justified. A bit like M sending James Bond after Scaramanga in The Man with the Golden Gun, thought McMenemy. Bond was washed up, had been brainwashed by the Russians, and might as well have been dead. If he was killed by Scaramanga, then so be it. If he killed the greatest assassin on the planet, then he'd proved that he was back.

Mulholland is my Bond; and Barney Thomson his Scaramanga, thought M, in one of his more ridiculous thoughts of the previous fifty years.

Mulholland weighed up his answer to the last question. Did not feel like being honest about it, and decided to hold off from the bitter whims of veracity for a little while longer.

'Not sure, sir,' he said, while thinking that if he was ordered back to Glasgow now, he was heading to Oban and catching the first boat to some remote island where crime was a thing of the future.

McMenemy nodded and clasped his hands in front of him. He knew how to read one of his officers, and he could read Joel Mulholland. Maybe this would indeed be to push him too far.

'You'll have seen the newspapers, heard what's been happening in Glasgow these past couple of nights.'

Mulholland stared at his boss, trying to think. Besides the blatant act of not caring, there remained the semblance of integrity and the need to at least give some sort of an answer. So he tried to think if he'd heard anything of the news or of anything mentioned at work in the previous few days, but there was nothing there. The way Cunningham had spoken implied that there were things going on that he should know about, but he'd barely ever paid her any attention anyway, and the previous day hadn't been any different.

McMenemy had waited long enough for an answer. He cleared his throat, opened the drawer at his right hand and took out a remote control for a video and television. He indicated to Mulholland that he should turn around to watch the TV just behind; then fumbled with the buttons to get the whole thing rolling.

Mulholland turned and watched as the screen jumped to life and the creaky closed circuit video footage rolled. A man stood at the counter of a police station, engaged in muted conversation with the desk sergeant; a policeman whose body language suggested some apathy.

They watched for a couple of minutes, until the man turned away from the desk and walked out of the police station, the sergeant hardly even noticing where he'd gone. McMenemy shut the television down and waited for Mulholland to turn and face him, and it was some time before he dragged himself back around from the blank screen.

What had just gone through his head? Even he did not know. Not even a jumping of his heart when he'd first seen the man, so dead was his mind to everything that had gone before.

'Recognise him?' asked McMenemy.

Mulholland breathed deeply. The old man hadn't so much as toyed with his pipe since he'd walked in but he could smell it all the same. It was in the fabric of the room. And when he did eventually decide to go, or was kicked ruthlessly into touch, it'd take years for his successor to rid the place of his smell.

'Barney Thomson,' he said. 'Good old Barney. What was that all about?'

'Decided to hand himself in,' said McMenemy.

'Right. Got him at last,' said Mulholland, wondering why the man couldn't just have walked away and started a new life when he'd had the chance.

'Not as such,' said McMenemy. 'The desk sergeant let him go, didn't get an address. Apparently he tried to offer himself up to a small station in Partick later the same day, but they're being hush-hush about it. Embarrassed as hell, same as us.'

Mulholland laughed. Bloody typical. The Glasgow polis at their finest.

'Looked like Sergeant Mullen, to me. He had his reasons, I suppose,' he said and McMenemy shrugged.

'These things happen. There hasn't been a crackpot lunatic within a hundred miles of Glasgow who hasn't handed himself over in the last ten months, claiming to be Thomson. There's even been a book. Fifty-Seven Ways to Make the Police Think You're Barney Thomson. Quite funny actually, though I wouldn't say that in public. So, of course, when the real thing turns up, our man was so pissed off about all the other idiots that he let him go. A constable spotted him on the tape a couple of days later. You're about the only man here who's seen him in real life. You can confirm it's him, can you?'

'Looks like him.'

'Exactly. And we let him go. If the press ever find out they'll have my testicles on toast, so it's mouths shut. Of course, I've had Mullen's testicles on toast, but there's no way I'm standing for any of that business with my own testicles. Which is all the more likely in view of what's happened this week.'

Mulholland raised his eyebrows. Here we go again drifted through his head.

'He's at it again,' said McMenemy. 'There've been another couple of murders in the city. West End as usual. The bloody city's shitting its pants again. I can't believe it. Bloody nightmare. Why me? Why can't the bastard go and plague some other district of Glasgow for once, or Edinburgh, even? There're plenty of people in Edinburgh he could kill.'

Mulholland smiled. Good old Barney; a fool for anything.

'What makes you think it's him?' he said. Smiled, but inside he was laughing. They were just back where they'd been the previous year, when every crime, no matter how absurd, was blamed on Barney Thomson.

'Good God, it has all the hallmarks of the man. He's known to have been in the area for a few days, and all of a sudden there are bloody murders all over the place. It follows the man around, and eventually you have to stop thinking that it's all coincidence. The man is a killer.'

The smile had not left Mulholland's face. Time to use it.

'Bollocks,' he said.

'I beg your pardon.'

'Bollocks. Barney Thomson never actually murdered anyone in his life. He accidentally killed his work colleagues, and that's the end of it. He's no more of a murderer than you or me, Superintendent. He's nothing. He couldn't hurt a bloody fly, even if he wanted to. Why can't you just leave the man alone?'

'Chief Inspector!'

Mulholland shook his head, then relaxed back into his seat. Had said what he had to say. If the old fool wanted his officers to spend their time chasing shadows and ghosts and false reputations, then that was fine by him. As long as he was not one of those officers.

'Your condition appears to be even worse than I was led to believe, Chief Inspector. Barney Thomson is the most feared criminal of the last hundred years. I had hoped the prospect of going after him once again might get your juices flowing, but I fear I may be wrong. He escaped you once, and if you still had it in you, and it appears that you may not have, I would have thought you would be determined to bring him once more to justice.'

McMenemy stared deeply into his eyes again, then stood up and turned to look out into the gloom of late morning. The streetlights were on, cars were streaming past on the road outside, pedestrians frittered by, many in fear of the killer who once again stalked the streets.

He still intended sending Mulholland out on the case; the previous few words more intended as shock tactics.

Mulholland watched the old man's back. Barney Thomson. Death did seem to follow the man around, but he was no killer. And the man had saved his life, no question about that. If it hadn't been for Barney Thomson, he wouldn't have been sitting there.

It had seemed like a good thing at the time.

Not that he was about to tell McMenemy that he had chosen to let Barney go. This past half-year of introspection had given him a strange sense of perspective, but not so strange as to allow him to happily confess to such an indiscretion. On the one hand, it'd been the right thing to do. On the other, there was no chance on Planet Earth that McMenemy would see it that way.

'For what can I take your silence?' said McMenemy without turning. 'These are troubled times, Chief Inspector. The people of Glasgow are living in terror. Good and honest men cannot walk the streets for fear that they might be struck down by this Satan of the West End. We, the citizens of this great city, stand as one, petrified to the point of dilatoriness, frozen in inertia, waiting for some hero of the hour to come forward and seize the day, to reclaim the city for the common man, from this vampire of justice. Barney Thomson sucks the very lifeblood from us all, Chief Inspector, and we are all haunted by him. He has left this station bereft of qualified officers and I, indeed we all, are desperately in want of one fine man to emerge from the swamp of inactivity, the fen of fecklessness and the quagmire of trepidation to lead us to the New Jerusalem of salvation, where men and women can walk along the avenues of hope, with heads held upon high and in the great and certain knowledge that they will live to see the next day dawn, that they will watch their children grow old, and see their dreams become the corporeality of hope, the very verisimilitude of the redemption of the soul.'

Mulholland nodded.

'I think I missed some of that,' he said. 'Could you repeat it?'

McMenemy turned. Unused to such flippancy when he waxed as the poet of the force. Preferred a little more awe in his officers. Mulholland might just about be too much of a loose cannon. However, he knew that loose cannons are often the only ones capable of hitting the target. Certainly they were in the world of cliché and soundbite which he inhabited.

'You think this is funny, Chief Inspector?' he said.

'No,' replied Mulholland. 'No, I don't.'

'What, then? You're not saying much for yourself.'

Mulholland hesitated, but the truth bubbled below the surface.

'Go on, Chief Inspector, might as well spit it out. Say what you're thinking.'

'Two things,' said Mulholland quickly, and such was his lack of spirit these days that his heart was not even in his mouth as he said it. 'Firstly, Barney Thomson is absolutely, definitely, no questions asked, sure as a fucking dog is a dog and mince is mince, not the killer. Maybe he's back in Glasgow, and maybe he's not, but there's not a malicious bone in his body. He's weak, he's a bit slow, he's nothing special, but he certainly isn't a killer. Just not a chance. Not a chance.'

McMenemy nodded. 'Very well,' he said. 'You seem quite concerned. Perhaps then you would care to find the real killer, if you so stoutly believe that Thomson is innocent? Anyway, you have something else to say.'

'You talk the biggest load of shite of anyone I've ever met in the force.'

McMenemy looked down from his position at the window. He considered this for some time, during which he took his seat once more behind the desk. Not for a second did he take his eyes from Mulholland, who did not retreat from the stare. All sorts of male hormones were flying. This was the stuff of cinema.

'Of course,' said McMenemy after a while, 'you're right. How'd you think I got to be chief superintendent?'

'Ah.'

McMenemy stared at his detective and wondered if he was right to be doing what he was about to do. Instinct was what it was all about, however, and once he'd had it. He'd had it in spades, and that was really why he'd got to where he was. And right now his instinct said to go with Mulholland.

'Son,' he said, 'you can try and wind me up as much as you like, but you're on the case. And if you refuse, I'll send you back to Sutherland. I hear that monastery's started up again. Right?'

Mulholland looked across the chasm.

'Right,' he said.

Right.

And Mulholland's eyes sank down to the carpet, and even though he may not in actuality have been heading back to Sutherland and the terrors of the year before, that was where his mind now took him, as it dragged him kicking and screaming back into the miserable past.

The Reason Why Some People Get Murdered

––––––––
Barney wrapped up his fourteenth cut of the day. Leyman Blizzard had just finished his third. It was a dull day down the Clyde, as it was in the centre of Glasgow. Dull but mild. There were a lot of frogs in Greenock, and the spiders were large for the time of year. And the people, generally, unhappy.
Two Jimmy Stewarts and an Anakin Skywalker for Leyman; he'd botched the latter horrendously, but in doing so had made the lad look much less of an idiot. And four Claudio Reynas, a David Ginola World Cup '98, a double chicken burger with cheese, a Cary Grant (Dyan Cannon retro), a J.R. Ewing, two Frank McGarveys, a lamb biryani, a Cardassian Forehead Transmogrifier, and two Des Lynams for Barney.

The final Claudio Reyna handed over his cash. A crisp, shiny ten-pound note for a £4.50 haircut. Barney headed towards the till.

'Keep the change, mate,' said the bloke, pulling on his Nike Rain Protection System.

Barney raised an eyebrow.

'You sure, my friend? That's a big tip.'

Manny Jackson gave Barney a long look. Knew there was something familiar about him, but couldn't quite place it. This barber had an honest face, mind, and that meant a lot to Manny. That, and he'd just given him a magnificent haircut. Deserved every bit of the tip.

'No bother, mate,' he said, glancing at himself in the mirror. The wife was going to be delighted. And the girlfriend. And her girlfriend would probably like it as well. (Yes, a man who admired honesty, Manny Jackson.) This haircut would keep him going for a month. 'Worth every penny,' he added.

Barney shrugged. Not in the mood to be appreciated.

'Thanks a lot,' was all he said.

Manny Jackson delivered a parting smile, then walked out into the drab, sullen December day. And immediately, as had happened to every one of Barney's dream haircuts that day, his hair was pummelled by the wind coming in off the Clyde, and the style utterly laid waste. (And as so often happens in life, the best-laid plans and most fevered dreams of Manny Jackson would also be brutally laid waste, when late that very day he would meet his death at the hands of Mrs Jackson, who for too long had suffered in silence the fate of the betrayed wife. The concerned reader need not fear for her plight, however, as she was destined to find a jury only too willing to be convinced by her pleadings of justification.)

Barney turned to Leyman Blizzard, who was slowly working his way through the Mirror. Headline: Thomson Expected to Reduce Global Population by 50% in Next Twenty Years.

'Nice of the lad, I suppose,' he ventured, devoid of enthusiasm.

Blizzard nodded and looked over the picture of four semi-naked women and the article on how four semi-naked women can be good for your sex life.

'Big tipper?' he asked.

'Five fifty,' said Barney, and Blizzard let out a low whistle.

'Magic,' he said, then tried to return to reading the paper, while Barney went about the meticulous business of sweeping up the hairs from another hirsutological triumph.

Blizzard seemed distracted, however, and Barney himself felt ill at ease. Sometimes his dreams came to him early on in the night, so that should he manage to get back to sleep, he might wake in the morning and feel nothing for it. But that morning he had woken just before seven o'clock, panicking, heart thumping and full of dread, body clammy and hot, the sheets already sodden. He had turned on all the lights and the television, he had leaped into the shower, he had had his breakfast. But none of it had helped, and fourteen haircuts later he remained filled with unease. He had never before had recurring dreams, but this one felt like it was closing in on him. When he allowed himself to think about it for too long during those bleak waking hours, he could feel the hand close around his guts. Real fear, that was what it was, and he couldn't place it. And it was odd, for he knew he no longer feared death. So what could be worse than that? What could truly be a fate worse than death?

No more customers awaited. A little after 3.45 in the afternoon. A slow time, until perhaps the odd straggler arrived late in the day. Blizzard, typically these days, found that he could not muster the concentration to read the paper for longer than a few seconds at a time and decided to rejoin Barney in conversation. Barney swept the floor. Knew every hair on the back of the head of the minister in the dream.

'I was going to tell you something last night, was I no'?' said Blizzard.

Barney couldn't really remember. Wondered if he was about to hear about Elvis again.

'Not sure,' he said.

'Aye, aye I was. It's something that a bloke in here told me once. Thought it might be just the thing for you, what with you being a serial killer 'n' all that.'

Barney looked up. The door opened. As it does, when you don't want it to. A young man entered: mid-twenties, grey eyes, sharp nose, verdant moustache haunting his top lip, Plasticene smile, head beautifully adorned by a recently executed Sinatra '62; Gap suit, dark grey, collar-high neckline. This was not a man who had come for a haircut, and the barbers looked at him warily.

'Hello there,' said the intruder.

They nodded guardedly in reply.

'Bit grim,' he said. 'The weather, I mean,' he added, getting no response.

'What can we do for you?' said Blizzard. 'You're no' here for a haircut.'

Adam Spiers smiled broadly.

'I like that,' he said. 'Sharp. You know what's what. You can recognise who's a customer and who's not a customer. You may be old, but at least your brain isn't turning to sludge the way it does with some people the second they hit sixty. I like that. I think we can work together. You're sharp. Very sharp. I like that.'

They looked at him. Barney clutched onto the brush as if it might be a useful implement – he had, after all, used such an instrument in the act of manslaughter. Blizzard's mouth opened slightly; a droplet of saliva waited to roll from his bottom lip.

'What are you selling?' he said.

'Selling?' said Spiers. 'Selling? I'm not selling anything. I'm here to help you sell. I'm here to help you turn this small business into a multinational hirsutological concern. I'm the begetter of your dreams. I am the Wishmaster. I'm the Bottle Imp, without the bad shit at the end. I'm Robin Williams in Aladdin. I'm Robin Goodfellow, I'm Puck, I'm a hobgoblin, a flibbertigibbet, a leprechaun. I'm everything you ever wanted.'

'What the fuck are you talking about?' snapped Blizzard.

Suddenly he had the concentration to return to reading the paper.

'Let me introduce myself. I'm Adam Spiers and I work for Magpie, Klayton, Parmentle and Clip. Pleased to meet you both.'

'A lawyer?' asked Barney.

'A consultant,' said Spiers.

They stared at him.

'What d'you mean?' said Blizzard after a few seconds' concentrated staring. 'Who do you consult?'

'You,' said Spiers. 'I consult you. You ask for my help, I give you advice on how to run your business, you pay me lots of money, then I depart, leaving your business stronger, fitter, better managed and healthier than when I arrived.'

'So you're an expert in barbershops, then?' said Barney.

'Don't know anything about them,' admitted Spiers, stating one of the consultant's fundamental principles.

'So you're going to ask us how we run our business and charge for it at the same time?' said Blizzard.

'Basically.'

'Right. Fuck off.'

Spiers smiled and shook his head. Looked around, quickly assessed the situation of this unfamiliar environment as only a highly paid consultant can, and sat down in one of the barber's chairs.

'No, no,' he said, still smiling, 'you don't understand.'

'I think I do,' said Blizzard.

'No, you can't possibly. Just give me a couple of minutes of your time.'

'No.'

'You see, we at Magpie, Klayton, Parmentle and Clip are dedicated to the service of our customers.'

'Piss off.'

'I mean, look around you. Clearly you have a fine little shop here. You've got your chairs and your mirrors and your five-month-old Sunday Post colour supplements. All very good. But where are your customers? Where's your output, where's your input? Do you have a management structure in place? You need properly laid down channels of communication between your staff. A chain of command from one level to the next, so that the ideas that prosper in the fertile undergrowth of lower management will not be lost.'

'There are two of us.'

'You need targets. Soft targets, hard targets, stretch targets. You need to take a blue sky approach. You need buzzwords. I mean, have you got any buzzwords? We can make some up for you. And there's more. You'll need to establish an Integrated Project Team, where all aspects of your business are catered for.'

'An Integrated Project Team?' said Blizzard, looking round at Barney. 'What language is this guy speaking?'

'Fluent wank,' said Barney.

'You need to look to every facet of your concern to see where you can make savings. There is nothing which can't be done better, faster and cheaper. Through us you would have access to barbershop best practice. You'll be able to see the latest management techniques from outside industry. We'll teach you to facilitate meetings, map your processes and organise problem-solving and team-building sessions.'

'Map our processes?' said Blizzard. 'We cut hair!'

Adam Spiers opened his arms in an expansive gesture. I'm getting close, he thought. Another couple of words out of them and I'll be able to start charging.

'OK, so you cut hair. But do you both cut hair in the same way? Does one of you cut hair more quickly because he uses a different method? If the other was to change, would you be able to make savings? So, we'd help you to facilitate a meeting where you would map the process of cutting hair. What's the first thing you do? What next? Do you use a razor first, or the scissors? Do you wet the hair? Do you use a blow dryer? What kind of shampoo do you use? We go through all of that and, at the end, so that no one feels compromised, we have a clean-up session where we make two lists, one under a happy face and one under a frowny face. We see what we've achieved and what problems have to be addressed.'

They stared at him as if he was an alien.

Which he was.

'Am I making sense?' said Spiers. 'We're talking the latest in Experio-Millennium Consultative Indoctrination. We're talking buzzwords, we're talking maturity model frameworks, we're talking baseline assessments.'

'You're talking shite,' said Barney.

'That's a good point. Let's park that under a frowny face and come back to it. Shite, that's a good point. But what you have to ask yourself is this. Do I want to run my business as if it was a dodgy little barbershop in Greenock, or would I rather it was run as a staggeringly successful multinational corporation, like Boeing or Pizza Hut? We at Magpie, Klayton, Parmentle and Clip have advised Microsoft, we've advised Tesco's, we account for more than eighty-five per cent of the annual budget of the Ministry of Defence. We're huge. We have the knowhow to transform this small shop into a cross-continental, barbetorial conglomerate. You could be the McDonald's of the barbershop business.'

They were still looking at him as if he was an alien. He stared back. He was used to this, but it didn't mean he wouldn't get their business.

'What planet did you say you were from, again?' said Blizzard.

'So what we're talking about is a maturity model framework within a best practice, baseline assessment scenario. You'll need critical success factors, strategic objectives, key performance indicators and an overall vision. You'll need to develop management plans, human resource plans and a definition of the skills gap. You'll need a mission statement. Everyone's got a mission statement these days. How about, As God be our witness, we, the honest and true barbers of Blizzard's Hair Emporium, do solemnly swear to deliver the finest haircuts on Earth, in as short a space of time as possible. And all at low-cost prices.'

Blizzard stuck his fingers in his ears, started waving his head around and humming Nessun Dorma.

'You'll start with a matrix of functions and accountability, on which you'll be able to judge your hard and stretch targets against your query resolution. We're talking plenary sessions, we're talking empowerment, we're talking multi-divisional sanctioning, we're talking cross-integration fertilisation, we're talking triangulated post-nineties matrix differentiation, we're talking ...'

'You're making this up,' said Barney.

'What?'

'You're not just talking shite, you're actually just making it up as you go along. When you're a barber you spend your life listening to shite, and you can recognise it from fifty mile. And you're full of it.'

'You can think that if you like, my friend, but the fact is that if you don't employ a consultant in this forward-thinking day and age, you'll be left behind. Make no mistake. Analysts predict that by the year 2015 the only businesses left will be those employing a full-time consultant. Don't do it and you're dead.'

'And how many of those remaining businesses will themselves be consultants?' asked Barney.

Spiers stared at him then pulled a notebook from his jacket pocket. A wafer-thin computer notebook. Thinner than any panty liner. He flicked it open, tapped in a few numbers, looked up and smiled.

'About seventy-three per cent,' he said.

Blizzard had stopped wailing. Barney smiled.

'So in fact, the best way for any business to survive is for them to move into the consultancy world?'

This gave Spiers some pause. He looked at Barney and thought he recognised a rare intellect. A man at the peak of his mental powers; or, at least, at the meagre hilltop of his mental powers.

'Aye,' said Spiers, 'I suppose that might be the case.'

'So really, rather than us do all this crap about matrices and shite like yon, we really ought to just become consultants? Blizzard and Thomson, we could call ourselves. What d'you think of that, Leyman?'

'Sounds like a load of shite to me, son,' said Blizzard, 'but I'd go along with it. It'd be better than sitting here listening to this heid-the-ba'.'

'Perhaps,' said Spiers, 'we at MKPC might be able to give you a consultation on how to consult?'

'You mean,' said Barney, 'that the consultant consults another consultant for a consultation on how to consult?'

'Aye, we do it all the time. That's why there are so many of us.'

'Right. So how about if we give you a wee consultation on the cheap, just as a practice run.'

'You give me a consultation?' said Spiers, breaking into a condescending smile, from which his face would never recover. 'All right, why not?'

'Right,' said Barney. 'My advice to you is this. Fuck right off. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred pounds, don't even stop to go to the fucking toilet. Just get the fuck out of this shop before I stick this broom up your arse. I've killed someone with one of these before, you know.'

Spiers's condescending smile travelled a little farther to the outer reaches of his face.

'I don't think you fully understand,' he said. 'We're talking about multidisciplinary, interdepartmental, cross-purpose ...'

'Fuck off!' said Barney, grabbing Spiers by the arm. 'That's a multifunctional, no questions asked, no shite, final and irrefutable offer.'

He opened the door and shoved Spiers out into the street.

'I obviously caught you at a bad time,' said Spiers. 'I'll be back next ...'

Barney slammed the door closed and pulled the Venetian blind. He turned back to Blizzard, who was watching him with an amused look. Barney considered his actions of the last two minutes and how his heart had not even picked up a beat. Two years previously he wouldn't have had an argument with a feather duster. Now he was telling people they were talking shite, threatening them with a broom and throwing them out of the shop. And more than that, thinking nothing of it.

'Very impressive, son,' said Blizzard.

'Thanks,' said Barney, as he slowly walked back to his station and began again the cheerless task of sweeping up. Unseen misery still resting on his shoulders.

'You've obviously got a knack for this kind of thing. A wee bit of a mean streak behind that placid exterior. Maybe you are that murdering bastard after all. Good on you.'

'Thanks,' mumbled Barney. Wasn't that just going to make all the difference in the world?

'Oh aye, I was going to tell you about this group,' said Blizzard, after a couple of minutes' attempting to drag his previous thoughts into the present. 'I know a bloke who knows a guy. Think I might be able to get you someone's phone number. You know. Seeing as you're a serial killer 'n' all that.'

Barney looked up; stopped sweeping.

'What kind of group?'

'One of they self-help groups. You know, for folk that've done the kind of shite you done.'

'A self-help group for killers?'

'Aye. That's what the bloke said. Think I know where I can get hold of the bastard.'

Barney stared at him. A group of like-minded people. People who might know what he was thinking. Maybe that might be worth it.

'Aye, all right,' he said. 'You never know, eh?'

'Right,' said Blizzard. 'I'll see if I can get you the number.'

'Aye,' said Barney, and once more returned to his sweeping.

Blizzard rustled the paper. Already beginning to forget the last conversation. His mind the same tangled mass of pointless information as anyone else's.

'What d'you make of these four birds,' he said. 'Would you shag any of them?'

Ride A Pale Horse

––––––––
There are two kinds of men in the world. There are those who are crap at sex; and then there are those who have never even had sex. So thought super-spy Jade Weapon, as she lay back on the cool grass of a Kingston summer's evening. The three men attending to what they believed to be her erogenous zones were making a lousy job of it, and she couldn't wait until she got the green light from Walter Dickov, watching the action via satellite back at HQ in Geneva, to take the three of them out.
'Come on, Walter,' she said pointlessly to the humid night. As usual, she could hear him, but had no link-up to speak back to the bastard.

'Who's Walter?' said the abject British agent, the best that M16 could manage, as he thrust manfully, barely touching the sides of Weapon's disinterested sex hole.

'Walter?' she said, between the panting breaths of her sexual assailant. 'He's a guy with a dick. Unlike you three women.'

'Yeah, right,' said the British agent, as he continued to trudge away.

'Come on, Walter, you bastard,' she said once more to the night. 'You must've seen enough by now, for God's sake.'

And so, at last, it came, the crackling voice in her ear. Eliminate the spies. Those three words that fired her sexuality much more than any man she had ever met.

Jade Weapon grabbed the throats of her two mammiferous assailants and, with a gentle tweak of her thumbs, killed them both instantly. The other agent looked up with an air of British curiosity.

'Time to die, Dickless,' said Jade Weapon.

'Don't mind if I finish,' said Bond. Jeremy Bond.

'Didn't even know you'd started,' said Jade Weapon, as she closed her thighs firmly around the weak ribs of the agent, and squeezed the little breath out of him that was required. Done and dusted in ten seconds.

Men are so weak, she thought, as she sat astride her fifteen-litre Harley Davidson, fired off a volley of bullets from the side-mounted machineguns, just in case there happened to be any men watching from the nearby forest, then tore off across the hills and mountains to where her boat waited at the other end of the island.

*** 

'God, I wish I could be like Jade Weapon,' muttered Erin Proudfoot quietly. Cool, smooth, fit, quick-thinking, testicle-crushingly confident, horny as hell and breasts like a behemoth.

She leaned back in her chair as she read. Feet perched on the desk. Tea break. The report on the four missing teddy bears in Byres Road could wait. As could the phone call to the woman who thought her husband had been abducted by the Federation of Alien Presbyterian Churches. And both of those were ahead of the student locked in the basement of the QM Union, reputedly transmogrifying into an insect.

The noise of the station went on around her, but no one spoke to her these days, not unless she spoke to them first. A bit of a mad glint in her eye, that's what they all thought, and so they tended to be wary of her. Even Detective Sergeant Ferguson had retreated from the sexual innuendo that he had once permanently employed.

If I were Jade Weapon, she thought, I'd take care of guys like Ferguson.

'Busy as ever?'

Proudfoot kept staring at the book. She stopped reading, but her eyes didn't leave the page. A voice from the not-so-distant past, but it might as well have been twenty years ago for all that it mattered. Still, for all the lack of feeling to which she aspired, for all that she would be as cool and unemotional as Jade Weapon, her heart immediately started thumping voraciously, her throat went into a dry panic, and ants began crawling up and down her spine.

She looked up at him eventually, hoping her face did not betray her emotions. He hadn't changed, but what had she been expecting? Massive weight loss? Eyes like black holes? Hollow cheeks? Bela Lugosi?

It had been six months since they'd seen each other. The last time had been another passionate night, when they'd talked as much as made love, when his intensity had been overwhelming, when she had thought he might kill her; yet in the morning his eyes had been dead, and she'd known there was something in his head that wouldn't be communicated.

They had escaped with their lives from an infamy of adventure, they had thrown everything of themselves at each other for a few months, and he had been the first to burn out. Just another sad little love story. The momentum of it, the speed with which it had all happened, the fear and the loathing, had carried them through, but once the emotions had been spent and at last a day had dawned cold and grey and hopeless, Mulholland had forced them to accept the reality of what had gone before.

'Not much to do,' she said eventually, after some endless eternity of a stare.

'Don't trust you with anything, eh?'

'No, no, it's not that,' she said, 'just don't have much on at the moment.'

'You don't have to lie, Sergeant. I know what it's like. I've been getting the same treatment up the coast. If some Councillor's wife's cat goes missing and they want to stick a chief inspector on it to try to impress the bastard, I'm the man. Otherwise, I get nothing. There are prepubescent constables getting more to do than me. I'm still supposed to be a detective chief inspector, but I'm getting the biggest load of shite that's ever been handed down.'

'You can't have,' she said.

'Why?'

'Because I've been getting that. You're right. I'm not busy. I've got plenty to do, but it's all alien abduction and teddy bears, and spending half my life following some stupid blond-haired bimbo who may, or may not, have killed her boyfriend five months ago. It's driving me nuts. Course, they think I'm nuts anyway.'

Mulholland laughed. Had sympathy for her; as well as all the other feelings packed neatly in his baggage.

'I had to investigate a sighting of Elvis,' he said.

'Robbing banks?'

'No, no, he was sweeping up leaves in Tarbet. The tax people read about it in the local paper and asked us to chase the guy. Thought that if he'd been domiciled in Britain for the last twenty-three years they'd be able to make a killing.'

Proudfoot smiled. Beat her teddy bears case, although only just. Her heart had settled, she had an unexpected feeling of relief. Some part of her, she was realising, had been afraid that Mulholland would be getting on with his life with no trouble at all, that she would have suffered scars that never touched him.

'And did you get him?'

'Oh aye, aye, I got him easy enough. I mean, the guy sweeps the streets every day. How hard is it to find someone like that?'

'And?'

'Oh, it was Elvis all right. No question. Got him to do a couple of verses of Long Lonely Highway to prove it. The big guy hasn't lost it. Still got a voice like an angel. Brought a tear to my eye.'

'Is he still a fat bastard?'

'No, no, he's thin. And blond. And he's hardly aged, in fact. Looks as if he's about thirty or so. But it's Elvis all right. Who else is going to know all the words to Long Lonely Highway?'

'You sure? By the end, Elvis couldn't remember the words to his own name, never mind his songs. Used to hold bits of paper.'

'Aye, but he was fine after he got out of rehab in the early eighties, he said. Hasn't looked back.'

'And now he can sweep roads with the best of them.'

'That's the King,' he said.

'We're talking shite,' she said.

Mulholland nodded.

'I hated you, you bastard,' she continued. He continued to nod. That sounded about right.

'You want to expand on that?'

He turned at the sudden clap on his back. Was greeted by a jolly face, not yet sodden with drink, a fresh moustache still struggling to come to terms with the rabid pink skin.

Detective Sergeant Ferguson, a smile charging untethered to all parts of his face.

'Boss!' he said. 'Magic to see you, Big Man. They let you out of the loony bin up by?'

'For a limited period only,' said Mulholland, smiling the best that he could these days.

'Brilliant. Good to see you back anyway. You haven't missed much, mate. The usual shite, you know. Stabbings like you wouldn't believe. All that crap. Barney Thomson's back doing the business. Good on the lad, that's what I say. And this place hasn't changed much. The usual sad lot, eh, Erin? Some of us have been doing a bit of shagging lately, of course. You know how it is, eh, boss? You two going to start up hostilities again, are you?'

No answer. Go on, Ferguson, thought Mulholland. Step in faeces and walk it through the house.

'Aye, well,' said Ferguson, 'whatever. You all right for a pint the night, mate? Tell you about the seven Chinky birds I shagged at the weekend?'

'Love to, Sergeant, but I can't. Got work to do, I'm afraid. They didn't call me back to listen to your crap, high on the agenda though it is.'

'Aye, right, boss. See you about, then. Maybe get together later in the week, eh?'

'Aye,' said Mulholland. Why not? No harm in listening to one man's sexual ravings over a couple of pints for an hour or two. No harm in anything when your mind is so screwed up you require brain surgery.

'Brilliant. See you around, then, eh? Presume you're up for the Barney Thomson business?'

'See you later, Sergeant.'

'Aye, right,' said Ferguson, tapping his nose. 'No problem. Need to know, and all that. No bother, mate.'

And off he went, to spread a little gossip. As you do.

They turned back to one another. The name was out there, but they could both ignore it for a little while longer.

'You were saying?' he said.

'I thought you were a total bastard,' she said.

'But not any more, then?'

She stared at him for a while and he stared back. When you're dead inside you can stare out the toughest situations: emotional, physical, violent, they're all within your capabilities. When you're dead inside, you can stare out Lecter.

She'd rehearsed this many times, while never thinking she would get the chance to say it. So, of course, when it came out it sounded nothing like she'd intended.

'Why do I have to explain it? That last night, God, I don't know. We talked about a lot of stuff. We were even going to run off to the Bahamas to get married at one point. Then up you get in the morning, without a bloody word, and walk into the station and get a transfer. Just like that. What a penis. God, I just used to lie awake at night and wish you were dead. I dreamed up at least fifty disgusting ways for you to die. My therapist even recommended I get a dummy and stick pins in it.'

'What kind of therapy was that exactly?'

'The right kind.'

'And did it work?'

'Don't know. Did you feel any of the pins going in?'

'All of them,' he said.

'Good. Anyway, it didn't do me any good, although it helped a bit after I'd put the doll through a mincer, mixed it up with some Kennomeat and fed it to my neighbour's dog.'

'I definitely remember feeling that.'

'Well, after that I calmed down a little. I suppose I realised that none of it was your fault. We were both buggered after what happened. Maybe you just had more guts than me to walk away from it. So then I just didn't want to think about you at all. I thought it would be best if I never had anything to do with you again. A total blank, you know. Pretend you didn't exist.'

'That work?'

She shook her head.

'For a while, but I couldn't stop thinking about you, not when I was trying to be in denial. So then I decided that I should just accept it all for what happened, that life goes on, and if I ever saw you again, then so be it. And here we are, and I'm totally cool about it. Don't really feel anything, except I'm sort of pleased to see you. But not that pleased.'

'Very mature,' said Mulholland, presuming that she was far more perturbed by his arrival that she would have him believe.

'Thanks.'

'I'm still at the hating you stage,' he said.

'You hate me?' she said, sitting up. Feelings aroused. 'What kind of arsehole are you? You were the one who left. You were the tube who talked about pitching up at a beach in the Caribbean one minute and who buggered off for the rest of his life the next. Why the fuck should you hate me?'

He looked down at her. Had talked this moment through his head many times as well. Yet in none of his rehearsals had he admitted to hating her, so he didn't know what to say next.

'Don't know,' he said.

Proudfoot shrugged. Let go of a long sigh and settled back in her chair.

'Maybe I do still hate you after all,' she said.

'Nice to see you back, sir,' said a passing sergeant, whose name Mulholland didn't remember. A tall woman, hair a different colour from that which he remembered. He nodded and smiled and didn't risk saying anything because the name was gone.

'Eileen Montgomery,' said Proudfoot softly.

'I knew that,' he said. 'Married to Ron, the airport guy.'

Brilliant, she thought. In possession of all the facts, just a few seconds too late. Just like they'd been in the monastery.

'So what are you going to do about it?' she asked.

'What? Eileen?'

'The fact that you still hate me.'

'Oh.'

There always comes a time. No matter how much fat you chew, or how long you take to pick the last of the flesh from the carcass of the chicken or however long you worry over the decaying tissue of the dead horse or plunder the carrion of prevarication, eventually you have to get down to business.

'You know what they say when you fall off a horse,' he said.

Proudfoot stared at him, and slowly smiled.

'You think you're going to ride me again, do you?'

He raised his eyes. Face went a little red.

'We're going back to look for Barney Thomson. Or rather, we're going to find the latest killer who every eejit, including our haemorrhoidal chief superintendent, thinks is Barney Thomson, but who bloody well obviously isn't.'

She looked at him and a million things went through her mind. She had been complaining for months about the pointless crap she'd been given to do, but did she really want anything harder on her plate? Did she really want some rabid serial killer to chase? And why on earth, when she'd been spending her working life on routine observation work that would dim the wits of the dimmest idiot, would they thrust her into the middle of the biggest investigation of the year? Why, if not to be part of Joel Mulholland's therapy?

She took her eyes off him and looked back to the book which she had never put down. Obviously Jade Weapon was not going to make it to the other side of Jamaica without being apprehended by at least seven or eight assailants.

Fantasy, fantasy. Much more intriguing and involving than real life. And so the next words in her head were not her own and they were not Mulholland's. They belonged to Weapon. Jade Weapon.

'Listen, fuckface,' said Jade Weapon to the swarthy Italian, who had suddenly leaped onto the back of her motorcycle, 'fuck me or fuck off, but don't fuck with my aerodynamics.'

Down Among The Dead Men

––––––––
'Nice enough guy, you know.'
There followed a long silence. A clock ticked. A plane passed by overhead, some 33,000 feet above Milngarvie, the low white noise vaguely penetrating the new but single-glazed windows. Somewhere outside, the posthumous, souped-up version of Guitar Man thumped loudly from an open car window. A bird sang. Somewhere a woman screeched as she dragged a shaving system she'd seen advertised on the television down her leg, taking an inch-long gash from just above her ankle. The refrigerator hummed.

Proudfoot tapped the end of a nail on the Formica tabletop. Mission Impossible. Felt a twitch in her fingers sitting next to Mulholland again. Out of the blue her life had turned upside down; and what was going to happen when they found Barney Thomson, or when they found the real killer, or when Mulholland failed and McMenemy yanked him from the case? Would he vanish back up the coast, having tossed her world and her neatly wrapped emotions to the wind? Bloody men, she thought, and felt sleepy.

Mulholland hadn't taken his eyes off Allan Watson. Spaceman to his mates. 'Call me Spaceman,' he'd said to Mulholland when he'd arrived.

'Spaceman,' he said. 'About ten minutes ago now, I asked you to tell me everything you knew about Jason Ballater. Is that it? Nice enough guy? The bloke was thirty-three, you've known him since nursery school, you're shagging his sister and, it would appear, his wife, and the sum total of your knowledge of the bloke is that he was a nice enough guy. Don't you think you could elaborate a little, or are we going to have to break it down into idiot-proof, tsetse-fly-bollock-sized, Who Wants to Be a Millionaire-type questions?'

'Don't know.'

'Don't know. That's it?'

'I shagged his mum 'n' all. That any good to you?'

Proudfoot took another glance at him to see if there was any possible reason why all these women might be interested in him, and when it was not obviously apparent she looked back at the table. Pink, with a disconcerting brown pattern running through it.

It was hot in the kitchen, the result of the heating up full, coupled with the still mild temperatures for the time of year. She could feel her eyes getting heavy. Here she was, having wanted to be put on a real crime for the last few months, and now she couldn't even be bothered looking at the suspect. Or whatever he was. Couldn't stop herself from looking at the investigating officer, however.

'His mum?' said Mulholland. 'We've just been talking to his mum. You slept with her?'

Spaceman barked out an apologetic laugh; did a short bit of hand movement. But his movements were languid; it was hot and soporific, and he was even more tired than Proudfoot. Had had a late night at the Montrose. Office Christmas revelry; all sorts of women in front of whom to make an idiot of himself.

'Aye, aye, I know what youse are thinking. She's a right bogmonster, I know that. But you see, it was years ago, and it was different then. She was all right, you know. Tits still in about the right place, not so many wrinkles. It was one of they rites of passage things, you know. Like you get in the films.'

'Rite of passage?' said Mulholland. You can go away for six months, it can seem like years, but nothing changes. People still talk the biggest load of utter bollocks.

'Aye, you know. Rite of passage. It was one of they hot summer days. I comes round to see wee Jason, forgetting that he'd gone off fishing with his dad. I was about sixteen, I think. Agnes asks us in, and you know how it is. I was rampant, you'll know that yourself, mate. We all are at that age.' Proudfoot squinted out of the corner of her eye at Mulholland; he ignored her. 'Agnes was wearing just about nothing, seeing as it was so hot, you know. She bent over, I got a swatch of her boobs, she sees me looking, the next thing you know we're doing the bare bum boogie on the kitchen floor. Magic, by the way.'

Mulholland rested his face against his hand, so that his cheek squidged up and his left eye almost closed. My God! He'd forgotten what it was like to interview people.

'She taught me everything there is to know. It was brilliant, so it was. What to put in where. What holes are for what, all that stuff. 'Cause, you know, women have got about seven or eight holes down there. There's all sorts of stuff going on that men just don't know about.'

Mulholland gave in to it. Why not? It wasn't as if he was going to tell them anything that would be of any use. He turned to Proudfoot, who had allowed herself to smile.

'Seven or eight? That right?' he asked.

'Double that,' she said.

'See!' said Spaceman. 'See! No matter how many times you get stuck in down there, there's always something else hidden behind some big floppy pink flap that you—'

'All right, Spaceman. I think maybe we should get back to the subject in hand.'

Proudfoot looked at Mulholland. Saw the vague embarrassment and allowed herself to laugh. First time in months. Light relief. No thought for the nature of the crime they were investigating, for it seemed as if that was taking place in some parallel universe.

Spaceman held  up his hands. Despite the fact that he hadn't even been trying, Mulholland had got him talking, and now he was prepared to discuss anything. Tongue loosened, he'd got the woman to lighten up, and now that she was smiling Spaceman could see that she was all right. Nice-looking bit of stuff. If he could nail her, he thought, it'd be a good one to tell his mates. Not that he could tell Jason.

'All right,' he said. 'He was a poof.'

The smile died on Proudfoot's face. Not at the information, but at the return to formality; the return to the other universe where people got murdered.

Mulholland straightened up. Eyes open. Mind almost kicked into gear.

'Ballater was gay?'

'Aye,' said Spaceman. 'He was on the game.'

'You serious? He was married. He was thirty-three, he wasn't some spotty youth with no money. He was on the game?'

Christ, he thought. Does no one lead a normal life any more?

'That was wee Jason, I'm afraid. Confused, you know. Decent upbringing on the one hand, had a good set of values and all that stuff. Then on the other hand, he was a raging bum artist. He did it for a bit of extra cash when he was a lad, and never really lost the habit. Didn't do it that often these days, you know. Knew it was wrong, 'n' all that, but he couldn't kick it.'

'And his wife?'

'Doesn't know a thing. I knew he was doing it, 'cause he'd give us a call and ask us to cover for him. You know. I didn't really approve, but seeing as I felt a bit guilty 'cause I used tae shag his missus on a Saturday when he was at the fitba', I used to do it for him.'

'And Tuesday night?'

Spaceman shrugged. 'Same as usual. Gave us a call at work. Said he was going down the Pink Flamingo. That was his wee code word for when he was hitting the streets. Anyway, there you are.'

Mulholland settled back in his chair. Sometimes, just when you weren't looking for it, a breakthrough hit you smack in the face. Something that had seemed dead-end and random suddenly had meaning to it, and various different avenues opened up in front of you.

'You know anyone else from that side of his life?'

Spaceman reeled. 'Arse bandits? You kidding me? I didn't want to know any of that mob, mate. No chance.'

Mulholland rubbed his forehead. Stakes had been raised. There was some serious work to be done, and none of it would have anything to do with Barney Thomson. As long as he could get McMenemy to see that.

He looked at Proudfoot, but she had swum back into her reserve, and her eyes were once more rooted to the table, her fingers tapping out the beat. Perhaps she was even less likely to be of use than he himself, he thought.

McMenemy had made a mistake ordering him to do it, and he had made a mistake asking Proudfoot.

'I also shagged his aunt, by the way. D'you want to know all about that?'

And The Beast Enters Once More The Fray

––––––––
The tall man coughed. It was a gentle, high-pitched cough. Sounded like a girl. He looked around the room, smiling at the others as best he could. The scar between his nose and his top lip hindered him in this. As ever.
The weekly meeting of the crowd, after the extraordinary general meeting called by Socrates McCartney three days earlier. Bloody show-off, Sammy Gilchrist had thought. And here he was now, with his own evil and his own desire to return to ways of old.

'For those of you who don't know me,' he began, as he always began, even though they all knew him well, even those who had yet to hear his tale, 'my name's Sammy. A few years ago I murdered some total bastard, and I have to admit, as I stand before you all, I want to do it again. Not to the same bastard, of course. Another bastard.'

He broke off and noticed the few knowing nods around the group. As far as they knew, of all of them, Billy Hamilton's designs on Mark Eason included, Gilchrist's was the greatest need to repeat his crime. Gilchrist was the one most haunted by the past, and now haunted by the present. The whims and tastes and growing frustrations of Morty Goldman were unknown to them, for when Morty spoke, he never spoke the truth.

'Has she been in touch again?' asked Katie Dillinger.

Sammy Gilchrist scoffed, a noise like a pig's grunt.

'Not her,' he said. 'It's never bloody her, is it? It's always Julian bastarding Cruikshank. That's Julian bastarding Cruikshank of Bastard, Bastard, Bastard, Cruikshank and Bastard, for those of you who don't know. I mean, I hate that guy. No top lip, a moustache that's even more stupid than Wee Billy's here, and those suits that you know cost more than your house. But it's a rational hate, all the same. I can see both sides. The bloke's only doing his job, you know. If it wasn't him it would be some other bastarding lawyer, so that doesn't bother me so much. Really it doesn't, despite the suits and the moustache. It's that bastarding woman that pisses me off.'

'Your ex-wife?' asked Annie Webster. She had never heard Sammy Gilchrist's story, had only heard tell of it from others. She knew there was an ex-wife lurking in the background.

'No, no, not her,' he said. 'She's all right. I mean, I can't blame her for what she did. It was my own fault, you know? But I'm sort of ambivalent towards her now. If I see her again, fine. If I don't, fine. You know? If it wasn't for Priscilla, I'd probably never give her a second's thought.'

'Who's Priscilla?' asked Webster. 'That the woman you want to kill?'

'No, no, that's my daughter, you know. Wee Priscilla. Going to be a golfer, I think. A golfer.'

'I'm confused,' said Webster.

'Tell Annie your story,' said Dillinger.

'Do I have to?'

'It's good to get it out, Sammy,' she said. 'You know that.'

'What's the point?' he said. 'You know whenever I tell it, it just gets my back up and I want to get out there and kill the bastarding bastard all over again.'

'But that's not what it's about, Sammy. We're all here for you, and you're here for us. When you let yourself down, then you let us all down. Tell your story and maybe we can help you. If not ...'

'You all know the bastarding story.'

They locked eyes. She could talk for twenty minutes, thought Dillinger, and she wouldn't get anywhere. Every time she spoke to him, she knew he was getting closer. There were many of those here who she knew she had saved from the act of murder. In fact, since she'd started the group she'd never really lost a member – so she thought, although she had her suspicions – but of all of them, Sammy Gilchrist was the closest. Closer than Billy Hamilton, with his pointless jealousies, closer than Annie Webster, with her intimacy issues, closer, for the moment, than Morty Goldman and his taste for fine meats, and closer than she herself, and she twitched at the thought.

'I don't,' said Annie Webster. 'I'd like to hear it.'

Sammy Gilchrist stared at her, and received a warm stare in reply. Billy Hamilton noticed it too, and wondered if Gilchrist was thinking the same thing that he'd thought when he'd told his story for Annie Webster. And so his mind wandered, and he wondered if maybe he shouldn't just eliminate Gilchrist from the equation, so that when he made his move at the Christmas weekend there would be no unnecessary competition.

'Aye, all right, love,' said Gilchrist.

Love! thought Billy Hamilton, and his eyes never left Annie Webster for the duration of the story, and not once did her eyes leave Sammy Gilchrist. Just a Murderers Anonymous prostitute, he'd come to think, moving from one hardened killer to the next, glorying in the danger.

'It was about ten year ago. I'd been married for about three year. No big deal, you know. We were getting on all right. The odd fight, and all that, but nothing major, and things were about as good as they're going to get. Had a lovely wee girl, just about a year old; I did have to travel through to Edinburgh every day for the work, which was a bit shitey, but that was about it. Used to go and watch the Thistle every now and again, you know the score. An ordinary life.

'So one night me and Janice, that's the wife, are sitting in a restaurant with the bairn. One of these family places with plenty of weans in, and our wee one, Priscilla, tucking into a plate of macaroni. The name's a bit of a nightmare, but the missus was a big Elvis fan. So I was sort of glad we didn't have a boy. Anyway, there was a wee lassie behind us, about ten or eleven, who caught sight of the bairn, and Priscilla starts up with that goofy smile she had. She's miserable as shite now, of course, but she can hit a three-iron further than I can. So she starts smiling at the lassie, and this wee lassie smiles back. Priscilla was looking as cute as you like; a wee stunner, you know, absolutely magic, and this wee lassie was obviously besotted with her.

'Anyway, we bugger off and they bugger off, not a word is exchanged. And that's that, you know.'

He looked around the room. They all, Webster excepted, knew what was coming; but they were engrossed just the same. The next part never ceased to amaze. Only Billy Hamilton was distracted. Only Billy Hamilton did not stare at Sammy Gilchrist, although his thoughts were all for him.

'So, jump about a year. We're back in the same place. First time since the last, you know. Sure enough, sitting at the same table as before are this wee lassie and her father. No mum, but there's another bairn this time. Really young, you know, maybe just a couple of months old. Didn't really remember them myself, but Janice recognised them. Course, this time Priscilla wasn't bothering her arse. She was two by then, so she was already getting to be bitter and cynical about the hand she'd been dealt. So there's no smiling going on, but the other wee lassie looks happy enough.

'So I wasn't bothering my backside, but this other bastarding bloke comes up and starts chatting away and all that, you know. Nice as ninepence, seemed like a reasonable bloke. The bastard ends up sitting having a drink and all that, and the wife is quite taken with his latest wean and she exchanges names and phone numbers and all the rest of it, and there you are. A pleasant evening had by all, so you might think. Aye, well right.

'The bastard never phones, of course, and we never phone him 'cause we don't really give a shite. We forget about him, and then, a couple of months later, we get absolutely, sure as eggs is sodding eggs, bastarding shafted up the arse something rotten. A pole-axe up the jacksy. You know what it was?'

He stared at Annie Webster; Billy Hamilton fizzed. So she showed an interest in everyone's story? She put herself about, sold her favours so easily. A week ago he'd thought she might be the one for him. Now what? She was a whore, nothing more. A tuppence-ha'penny bitch; spread 'em and bed 'em. Billy Hamilton viciously rubbed the palms of his hands.

'It was a letter from some big-shot lawyer. Julian Cruikshank to be precise. It was a law suit. This bastarding eejit was suing me and the missus. Well, in fact, he wasn't suing me and the missus, he was suing Priscilla. It seems like the previous time we had dinner, their wee girl had been so besotted with our baby that she'd decided she wanted one of her own. So she went off shagging. She was ten years old, and she went out to get whatever she could find. Got pregnant within a couple of months to some fifteen-year-old hackbut who'd been on the brain transplant waiting list since birth. She didn't know what she was doing – Christ, she was ten years old. However, the minute they find out she's up the duff, the bloke decides it's all our fault since it was seeing Priscilla that made their wean want a baby in the first place. So he sues her. Priscilla. Sure as you like, can't bastarding believe it, he sues our two-year-old girl for undue influence, and for inciting his stupid little shit of a daughter into getting herself up the duff. Absolutely bloody incredible. What a litigious society we live in, eh? Can you believe it, Annie, love?'

She shook her head, and their eyes looked across the few yards of floor and became one.

'That's just weird,' she said.

Billy Hamilton's nostrils flared.

'I mean, to be fair to his missus at the time, she thought he was an absolute Spamhead. She was mad about the whole bloody thing, apparently. And it turned out that ever since they'd learned about their wean, he'd brought her to the same restaurant every night waiting for us to return. Which was why the missus wasn't there, 'cause she thought he was a moron.

'Anyway, some things are stupid, and some things are unbelievably, incredibly, bastarding stupid. That the bastard sued at all was the stupid part. The incredible bit of it was that he won. The court ordered that Priscilla, the now three-year-old Priscilla, had to support this other baby, who was two years younger than her, until she was sixteen. And pay over a hundred thousand pounds' worth of damages to the father for emotional distress.'

'You're kidding!' said Annie Webster.

Tart! Billy Hamilton wanted to scream.

'If I was, love,' said Sammy Gilchrist, 'I wouldn't be here now. So, you know, I did what any father would have done. I knew the bloke was the driving force behind it all, and that the missus probably wouldn't pursue it if he wasn't around. So, I killed the bastard. Took a day off work, waited for him to emerge from his house in the morning, then knifed the guy in the back, as he deserved.

'So that was that. It was broad daylight, a reasonably busy street. I was caught, slammed in the nick, and the bloke's bastarding wife screwed us for everything we had. Janice was broke, so she buggered off with Priscilla to stay with some cousin in Canada. Divorced me in the nick, married her cousin's ex-wife, one of these weird lesbian things, which I'm not even going to try to understand, and now I see Priscilla about once a year. The only decent thing about it was that the judge could see the sense of my actions, and gave me a pretty skimpy sentence. Got out after a few year, and now here I am. Sad, alone, miserable as a bastarding donkey.'

'You poor thing,' said Webster. 'You poor thing.'

'Aye, well, that may be. Anyway, our lawyers suggested we sued him back. Can't even remember what it was he said we should sue him for, but you know what they're like. Self-perpetuating bastards the lot of them. Turn everything to their favour, to give themselves as much work as possible. He said we should sue the father, the mother, the judge, the jury, and the owner of the restaurant. But I wasn't going for all that crap. I just wanted to get out there and get an old-fashioned revenge. You know ...'

The door behind him slowly opened, and he took his eyes off Annie Webster for the first time in ten minutes and turned and looked as Barney Thomson made his first entrance into the Bearsden chapter of Murderers Anonymous.

Barney stood and stared, feeling nervous. Sammy Gilchrist stared back, as did the others. Billy Hamilton, the self-self-self of Billy Hamilton, wondered if this was the Feds come to bust him. But the man before them clearly did not possess the thuggish confidence of the average copper.

'Barney?' said Dillinger. 'Barney Thomson?'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'That's me.'

Glances were thrown around the room. Not Oh jings, we have a feverish, rabid serial killer in our midst glances, however. More of a Here we go again, another Barney Thomson sort of a glance, seeing this was the third Barney Thomson they'd had visit them in a year. The hardest looks, however, were reserved for Dillinger, as she would have sanctioned the visit.

'Glad you could make it, Barney,' she said. 'Why don't you come in and take a seat. Sammy's telling his story.'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Aye, right, no bother.'

And so Barney entered the very midst of the group and took a seat between young Billy Hamilton and Fergus Flaherty the Fernhill Flutist. They all looked suspiciously at him, all except for Annie Webster, who embraced him with a huge smile, realising that this might be her chance to associate with a legend. Or even sleep with a legend.

Barney was embarrassed and wondered, even in his nervousness, if she fancied him. There was a bit of the Sean Connery about him, these days, after all. Billy Hamilton decided that he'd probably kill Barney at some point, although he did not yet know if it would be before or after Sammy Gilchrist.

'Where was I?' asked Sammy Gilchrist, not best pleased by the interruption; not when it was another Barney Thomson. He looked at Annie Webster for a reply, but she was too busy staring at the legend across the semicircle.

Sammy grated his teeth.

'The law suit,' said Katie Dillinger. She'd handled worse than the likes of Sammy Gilchrist in a mildly bothered mood.

'Aye,' said Gilchrist, becoming the second of the coterie to look Barney over with a professional eye. 'The law suit. Christ, I don't know what happened at the time, maybe I should just have sued the bastard. But you know what it's like these days. You can't open a newspaper without seeing the story of some eejit suing some other eejit. A bird suing her ex-husband; a bloke with a bad haircut suing the barber.' Barney winced, decided to avoid eye contact with Sammy Gilchrist. 'Some polis who witnessed a crime suing the chief constable for post-traumatic stress disorder. Surgeons suing health authorities 'cause they're scared of blood, pilots suing airlines 'cause they're scared of flying, priests suing the Church 'cause they can't have sex. There was even one where some heid-the-ba' crashed his motor 'cause he didn't take his cardboard sun protector off the windscreen, then sued because it didn't say you had to on the back of it. It's just bloody stupid, the whole thing. So I thought, well, bugger that, I'm not suing any bastard. It just seemed more honest to knife the guy. No arsing about, just a good old-fashioned stabbing. No shite, no law suits, no ridiculous claims for staggering amounts of cash. Honest.' He delivered the last word with a stab of the finger. Not often that murder could be called honest, but in his case he felt it justified.

It took some of the others back. How honest had they themselves been? And none of them thought of prior misdeeds more than Annie Webster, who was no longer looking at Sammy Gilchrist, or the legend that was Barney Thomson. Instead she stared at the floor and thought of Chester Mackay, among others, and of her miserable past.

'So what now?' asked Katie Dillinger. There was nothing any of them said that could make her review her life. She had heard it all before. 'Why has the lawyer been back in touch?'

'Looking for more money, of course,' said Gilchrist. 'Why else? I mean, obviously I couldn't pay everything I was supposed to at the time. So every time I earn so much as a sixpence, the bastard pops up out the woodwork looking for a hundred per cent share in it. And if he hears of me actually spending any money, he shows up with all sorts of criminal henchmen attached.'

'I thought you'd fixed up some deal from a couple of months back?' said Fergus Flaherty.

'Aye,' said Gilchrist, 'I did. But then last week I bumps into that bastarding woman in Marks and Spencer's in Sauchiehall Street. Had just bought myself a two pound thirty-nine sandwich. That was it. She stops and looks at me, then looks at the sandwich, then bursts out laughing. Laughing! Can you believe it? And so off she trots to her lawyer to tell tales, and the next thing you know I'm getting threatened in the usual manner about how I've obviously got more money than I'm letting on so let's all move along to the nearest bastarding judge.'

A few heads shook around the room. Annie Webster looked upon him with a degree of sympathy once more. Even Barney, who did not know the full details of the story, could see the injustice of it.

'And you know the worst thing. I found out last week that the bloody woman is about to get married again to some rich bastard out Aberfoyle way. I mean, she's probably delighted I killed her husband. The guy was a wank. Now she's just doing me for every single penny she can get, even though she doesn't need any of it. Unbelievable.'

'So why don't you do something?' said Flaherty, an edge to the voice, suggesting exactly what it was that he had in mind.

'I'm going to,' said Gilchrist.

'Fergus!' snapped Katie Dillinger. 'Don't encourage him, for God's sake.'

She looked at Sammy Gilchrist and she knew what he meant to do. And maybe this time she could see the point. When you've lost everything, and the instigator of your downfall continues to kick you when you're down, what other way is there for you to act? What else can you do? When you have nothing to lose, why shouldn't you commit the ultimate crime?

'You still coming at the weekend?' she asked. Their Christmas weekend, and two days in which to achieve salvation.

Sammy nodded. 'Suppose so,' he said. 'If I'm not in the nick.'

She let out a long breath. It was more than just a pointless couple of days away, this weekend retreat. In the past she had saved more than one wayward heart from committing further murder. It was a good opportunity to become more closely involved with her group than the rest of the year allowed. The one time when she could devote full nights to the collective.

And just how far would she be prepared to go during those nights to help Sammy Gilchrist? And if she did everything she could, would there not be others who might fall prey to that bitter bastard, jealousy?

'You've been before, Sammy. It's a good weekend. There are a couple of excellent sessions, you know it can help you. You can maybe do some one-to-one stuff, to help you get through it. You never know. It's only two days away, Sammy, so don't do anything stupid. All right?'

Gilchrist stared at her for a while. Then stared at Annie Webster, who gave him a reassuring smile. One-to-one sessions. Sounded good, he thought.

And it would be a long time before there were any more one-to-one sessions after he'd killed that bitch and had been nicked. So he could wait. Might, in fact, just take her out on Christmas Eve, when they got back. That'd fuck her family up good and proper. In fact, maybe he'd take her family out on Christmas Eve, let her stew in her own misery, then take her out a couple of days later.

Whatever. He could wait. See what Katie Dillinger and Annie Webster had to offer. Maybe a two-to-one session ...

'Aye, all right,' he said. 'We'll see.'

Dillinger could read every single thought going through his head and knew that this would be tough. But this was why she was here; this was why she'd started this group in the first place.

Now for another tough nut to crack, or possibly a soft, pointless waste of time.

'Right,' she said, turning and looking into the near-insipid eyes of Barney Thomson. 'Barney. I'll not give you any shite. You're the third Barney Thomson we've had in here in a year. I'm sure all the others are pissed off at me for inviting you along. Persuade us you are who you say you are. Tell us something we don't know. Give it your best shot.'

Barney swallowed and nodded. He'd expected to be able to sit at the back for a little longer than this, to rest easy in his anonymity, but he'd known that he would have to speak at some point.

And so, at last, it was time to talk. The odd brief explanation aside, he had never really told his story. Many times it had been formulated in his head, many times he'd yearned for a captive audience. Now at last they sat before him. It was time to open up the doors of divulgence and spit the clotted words of truth onto the fires of revelation. These people expected to scorn him, and so he had to persuade them of the veracity of his words and let them all follow him; this Pied Piper of adumbration, this ringmaster of axiomatic necessity, this bedevilled master of ceremonies, this pantheon of verity and rectitude.

'I really am Barney Thomson, honest,' he began.

So Lonely Steps

––––––––
Barney stepped into the church, his feet crunching through autumn leaves. He had been here before, but the memory was vague. He had a strange feeling that it ought to have been more familiar than it was. He pulled his coat closer to him, as the wind howled through broken windows and the door swung and creaked. There ought to have been someone waiting for him, but he could not think who it should be. In any case, he was alone.
He looked up. There should have been something there. Something evil. Something swinging from the ceiling, its hollow eyes staring at him. But there was nothing but faded and peeling paint, leaves falling in through holes in the roof.

Barney shuffled up the aisle, his feet dragging through the sodden autumn mass. Took a look behind him as the door creaked again but it was merely the wind. An old desolate church and he was alone. And with this realisation came relief. The dark of night and nothing to fear. Perhaps at last he would be free... and he thought about it and looked around the blighted kirk, and could not remember what it was that he needed to escape.

Then, as he reached the front of the church and stood beside the remnants of the pulpit, he came to the point of the evening. And it induced no fear at first, no thumping heart. Just curiosity.

For in the corner there was a television. Small, portable, old. A round aerial on top, giving an unimpressive picture of a street scene at night. Live as-it-happened action, that was what he was seeing.

He stepped closer.

Volume down low, but he could hear it now that he was near. The click of a woman's hurried footsteps across a wet road. Blonde hair, coat pulled tightly against her, as protection against the cold, or against the evil that stalked her. She glanced over her shoulder and from the look in her eye, she could see what was coming behind. Barney only had sight of her, however, not of the one who stalked her.

She passed a couple in the street, tried to talk to them, but they were not interested. They walked on, giggling and laughing, consumed by each other; the feral beauty of young infatuation.

And so she walked on, starting to break into a run, but her shoes were not made for running. Barney began to feel nervous for her, for himself. Perhaps there was also someone behind him. But he did not look round. Eyes locked on the television. Thought he recognised this place. Near the centre of town, past Anderston, down towards the crane at Finneston. She walked on, hurriedly, in no particular direction. Waved at a passing taxi; the taxi drove on. Not even employed, the driver on his way home; had forgotten to switch off the light.

The camera pulled back and Barney got his first glimpse of the girl's pursuer. Just the back of his head, but he recognised that in itself. The dark hair, badly combed. The head of a minister. Had seen it somewhere before. No more than ten yards away from the woman.

Barney flinched; his mouth was dry. Decided it was time to leave, but he could not. He could not move. This wasn't real, yet he didn't have the control he should. And anyway, there was something behind him too that he did not want to see. Perhaps the same man who was closing in on the woman.

The shivers ran all over him; his heart thumped truly now. He would turn away, but he was not allowed. The woman broke into a run, she stumbled and instantly the beast was upon her. It wielded a knife, hand over the victim's mouth to dull the scream, and a vicious slash to the top of the leg. Barney winced and closed his eyes.

A hand touched his shoulder.

Barney Thomson awoke, screaming, face bathed in sweat. 

A Bigga Bigga Bigga Hunka Metal

––––––––
The crane loomed large, casting a dull shadow in the half-light of morning. The Finneston Crane. Monument to the recumbent past; grand testament to the flourishing Glasgow of old; as majestic as the rooftops of Florence, as architecturally precise as the Eiffel Tower. The very begetter of the soul of this great city; the physical manifestation of the strength and purpose that lay at its heart.
A big hunk of metal. And at its foot lay a body, red coat stained darker red with blood. The fourth victim of this year's serial killer.

The murder had featured a few stages. Stabbed in the leg as a foretaste; an aperitif. Gagged and bound, but conscious. While Cindy Wellman had watched, the skin had been stripped from the top of her thigh to more than halfway down her leg. This had hurt, and she'd fainted three times. Each time, however, her killer had woken her before continuing. He had thought of using the skin to strangle her, but it'd snapped seconds after he tightened it around her neck. So instead he'd thrust it deep down her throat, thus suffocating her in a matter of a few, frantic, thrashing seconds.

Creative, but disgusting. As is much of modern art.

Having committed his crime, the killer had made his way home for a relaxing cup of tea, a few minutes' pointless late-night television, and then a good night's sleep. He had, he had to admit, even disturbed himself a little with this crime, and intended not to repeat it. Sometimes convention wasn't so bad. Next time he would return to the more straightforward stabbing scenario.

The body had been discovered – in the usual manner – by illicit lovers at half past three in the morning. Two men, by chance, both firmly in the closet; one a bank clerk, the other a well-known Premiership footballer. An anonymous call had been placed to the authorities, and the police were thinking that there might have been a lead in that call, when there was none.

The body still lay where it had been discovered, five hours previously. There was the usual crime scene. Yellow tape; more officers than were necessary. The ghouls of the press and public as close as they could get, trying to see what all the fuss was about. Two plainclothes officers moving within the crowd, on the basis that forty per cent of murderers, taking pride in their work, would return to the crime scene after the event. A helicopter circled overhead. Squad cars came and went, headed off to round up the usual suspects. Somewhere a woman bit into a chocolate pretzel she'd seen advertised on the television.

Mulholland and Proudfoot stood and stared. The cadaver was finally being placed into the removal bag, everyone who'd needed to look and prod having had their turn; every clue that could be garnered from the position and substance of the body as it had lain having been so.

Proudfoot was white, blood having retreated inside to mix with the haunting of her stomach and her heart. She was being taken back down a long black tunnel to the events of the previous winter, and everything she'd seen then was returning to torment her.

Mulholland felt nothing. In his way he was a lot less ready to address the demons of the past. Still hiding from it all, and it was possible that he would never emerge from that hiding place. Maybe it would penetrate his consciousness in ten, twenty, thirty years' time. Or maybe he would take all the feelings of terror, desperation and inadequacy to the grave. Whatever; as he watched the victim of the most vile of murders being enclosed in the Big Bag, he felt nothing. 'Well,' he said, 'that's not something you see every day.'

Proudfoot barely heard him. One of the medics gave him a From Dusk till Dawn look; the other was as tied up as Proudfoot in horrors of the soul and did not notice.

'What?' she said eventually. Took so long to speak that Mulholland had almost forgotten what he'd said. He shook his head and said nothing.

A small boat passed by on the Clyde, those on board craning to have a look at the activity. Seeing nothing, they went on their way, but they would later tell anyone who would listen that they'd been there and that they'd seen everything.

The two detectives glanced at one another and then looked around. Activity everywhere, none of it to much end. Finally their eyes settled on the water, and the grey Clyde coldly flowing past.

Another bleak day, the colour of the river. And there they stood, for neither knew of any point in rushing to their tasks. The immediate work was awful and bore no relation to solving the crime. Inform the relatives; speak to the press. Perhaps there might be some clues to be gleaned from the former, but unlikely at the moment of revelation. 'Your daughter's dead. What were you doing at midnight last night, by the way?' Couldn't do it like that. Not any more, at any rate.

Detective Sergeant Ferguson approached. Looking sombre for once, but only because he hadn't eaten anything in ten hours. They were aware of his approach; only Mulholland bothered to take it in.

'You're in luck,' said Ferguson.

Mulholland raised an eyebrow. 'You mean she's not dead?'

'Better than that. Her parents are dead, so you don't have to tell the mother.'

'A blessing,' said Mulholland dryly. 'What about boyfriends, husbands, that kind of thing?'

'She wasn't married, that's about it. Worked at a wee solicitor's up in Bearsden. Got the address.'

'Bearsden, eh? Brilliant. Better start there, then. See if you can get the doc to write her a sick note and we can drop it off.'

Ferguson laughed. 'Aye, right. A sick note. Nice one.'

'It's arbitrary,' said Proudfoot, still staring abstractly across the Clyde. A paper bag floated slowly past; an empty bottle, a packet of cigarettes, a bedraggled cuddly toy, and somewhere a child cried.

Mulholland watched as the body was laid to rest in the ambulance and the doors closed upon it. Pondered on what it must be like to ride in the back of one of those with the deceased. Would you constantly be waiting for the zip to be undone and a hand to suddenly appear? If there was an unexpected movement within the bag, would you dare open it?

'Why d'you say that?' asked Ferguson.

'Got a feeling,' she said. 'It's nobody he knew. It's just a guy committing murder in an entirely random way. No motive, no reason, just doing it. Might not even know why. He's just out wandering the streets and the mood takes him. The gay bloke from the other night, that's the same. Nothing to do with him being gay.'

'Right,' Ferguson said. 'Like when you're driving along the road and you pass a chippie, and you get a whiff of a fish supper. You're not hungry, but you think, what the fuck, and dive in and buy one.'

'Then again,' said Mulholland, joining in, 'sometimes you might not go in at all. You might ignore the urge, or you might not even feel it.'

'Exactly,' said Proudfoot. 'And this is our man. He goes out late, for whatever reason, and so he doesn't see too many people. Most of them that he does see, he thinks nothing of. But something hits him every now and again. Something snaps. Some weird, primeval thing. Some memory buried deep in the subconscious, and this vicious, bestial action kicks in.'

'And he buys a fish supper.'

'Right. He buys a fish supper,' she said, nodding.

The three of them watched the ambulance drive off, scattering the assorted officers of the law. The SOCOs were hard at work; every piece of potential evidence being carefully placed in small, airtight bags by rubber-gloved fingers. Every cigarette butt, every piece of broken glass, every leaf, every stone.

'What d'you want us to do, boss?' asked Ferguson.

Mulholland continued to watch the ambulance go, out of the conference centre carpark, onto the road, up onto the Expressway, until it was lost behind concrete walls and articulated lorries. There was bound to be someone upset by her death, he thought. There always was.

'How many people at this law firm?' he asked.

'About twenty, I think.'

'Better come with us. And grab ...' and Mulholland's voice tailed off as he realised that he couldn't remember the names of any of the constables still circulating the area. 'Grab someone to come with us. We can do the rounds. Might come up with something.'

'It was arbitrary. We'll get nothing,' said Proudfoot. 'Unless one of them was with her last night.'

Mulholland nodded but said nothing. Probably right.

Didn't think the chief superintendent would be too impressed, however, if he told him they hadn't bothered to investigate the girl's life, based on his sergeant's hunch that it would be a waste of time.

'Come on, Sergeant, let's go,' he said.

And off they meandered, to plunder the soul of the investigation. 

Love's Labours And Barbershop Floors

––––––––
'I've been meaning to ask you,' said Leyman Blizzard. 'How d'you get on last night, by the way? I presume you went to this meeting I told you about, seeing as you weren't at the boozer?'
Barney swept the floor as he thought of a reply. He'd never been particularly adept at formulating opinions – mostly because he'd never had any – and so his brain moved in time with his brush as he thought about the night, and thought about what he would say and what he wouldn't.

And after several minutes he finally came up with an answer.

'It was all right,' he said. 'You know,' he added as an afterthought.

'Right,' said Blizzard. 'How many folk were there?' he asked, thinking he might get a more definite reply to a more definite question.

Barney swept. Didn't feel like talking. Whatever good may have come out of the evening had instantly been taken away by the night. Another night, another nightmare. Different this time; more evil, more truth. More real.

'Ten or eleven,' he said eventually. 'I think there were a couple of folk missing, but that's the way it goes. I thought it'd be monthly or weekly, maybe, but they have these blinking things every two or three nights sometimes. Most of these folk are desperate, apparently. All seems a bit strange.'

Blizzard nodded. A collection of murderers sitting in the same room? Strange?

'Did you tell your story, then? Any of the bastards believe you?'

Barney stopped sweeping and looked at the old man. The thought of last night gave him a moderately good feeling in among the weight of dread. But how much should he say to old Blizzard, for he did not want to put a curse upon it?

'Told a bit of my story. If I'd told it all, I'd still be there. They were mostly sceptical, you know, and I suppose I can't blame them. There was one woman seemed all right, mind. I think she might have thought I was telling the truth.'

'Sounds like you want to shag her,' said Blizzard.

'What?'

'You've got a sudden light in your voice when you mentioned her. So what's the score? Good-looking? Big tits?'

Barney swept the floor. Feeling embarrassed and very uneasy talking about it, although he didn't know why. Because he was still married perhaps? But then, she was good looking, she did have magnificent tits, and he did want to shag her.

'I don't know, do I?' he said from behind the brush. 'I don't know anything about tits.'

The old man laughed. 'Away with you lad, you're full of it. There's no' a man jack of us who hasn't spent several years of his life manhandling God's greatest gift.'

Barney stared at him. He tried to remember the last time he'd even so much as seen Agnes's breasts, and it seemed so long ago that it might even have been lost in the mists of the late seventies. Like the Starsky and Hutch episode where Hutch nearly died; he couldn't remember much about it, but he'd know it if he saw it again.

Hutch. He'd wanted to be Hutch when he was younger. He'd already been in his twenties himself, with his life going nowhere, and he'd fancied the thought of being some action hero, thumping down backside first onto the top of beat-up old Fords, solving crimes and chatting up women with a reasonable degree of panache. And like so many others in life, he'd done nothing about it, except drift his way through barbery, wasting the best years of his life.

Then finally, a year ago, he'd been given his chance to start that new life and do whatever he'd wanted. And what had he ended up doing? Returning to the West of Scotland to live in a tiny flat overlooking the Clyde, and to work in a barber's shop ...

'Haw, son! You're daydreaming,' said Blizzard to the glazed eyes. 'Hello! Hello!'

Barney returned, but the feeling of melancholy remained; to walk hand in hand with the feeling of dread.

'Aye, sorry, just thinking about something.'

'So what's the score, then, son? Is she nice? That's easy enough to answer, is it no'?'

Katie Dillinger. There had definitely been a connection there, he'd been sure of it. It had been a long time, but he could still recognise it. He'd caught her staring at him, even when one of the others had been doing the talking. Could have been because he'd been new, but you never could tell. And she'd even touched his shoulder before he'd left. Brought a shiver. And of course, she'd invited him to come along to the pub that evening with them.

'She was lovely,' he said. 'Seemed quite interested in me, you know. I mean, it might just have been because it was my first night and she's the leader of the group. I'm not sure.' He shrugged and returned to the slow sweep. Something told him that it was too late for those kinds of thoughts.

'So,' said Blizzard, rustling the paper, 'are you going to shag her, or what?'

Barney looked up, head shaking. How on earth was he supposed to know? If a woman approached him, butt naked and proclaiming loudly, 'Take me, Barney, take me, and fill me with your manhood!', he'd still hesitate and wonder if there wasn't some other interpretation to be placed on her actions.

'Not sure,' he said. Then he leant on the brush and decided to open up to Blizzard. If nothing else, it'd take his mind off the hand at his shoulder, the knife hanging over his head. 'But I'd like to, you know. I have to admit it. And she's asked me down the pub the night.'

Blizzard perked up. 'Just the two of you? You'll be shagging by midnight, son, no doubt about it. Friday night out on the piss, stop for a kebab on the way home, then it's pants off and away you go. Magic, son. Good on you.'

'Afraid not, Leyman,' said Barney. 'Most of the crowd's going. You never know, though, eh? Might get in there, I might not.'

'Aye, aye,' said Blizzard, looking back at the paper – headline: Thomson Ate Too Much GM Food as Child, New Claim – 'aye, aye.'

Barney looked at him for a few more seconds. The shop door opened and the first customer for nearly forty minutes walked in. The torpor of a Friday afternoon. They both looked at him, as Angus Collins removed his Adidas Cold Exclusion Cloaking Device. Collins stopped and looked from one to the other.

'Any chance of a Two-Point Saturated Ukrainian?'

Barney shrugged. Blizzard looked blank.

'Over to you, son,' he said, and delved back into the paper.

And Barney, filled with a strange mixture of expectation and gloom, went about his business.

There The Trail Ran Cold

––––––––
McMenemy stared from his office window at the three youths below. Hanging out on the street corner. Loitering with intent to something or other. Specifically outside the police station to see if anyone would come and do something about it. Which they wouldn't.
They guzzled Mad Dog, they hurled abuse and appropriate hand gestures at passing motorists, they verbally assaulted the occasional passing woman.

The police wouldn't touch them. Not when there was a serial killer to be caught; and people still driving at thirty-five in a thirty zone.

Mulholland waited. Staring dolefully at the desk in front, hands clasped, a couple of fingers tapping gently against the back of those hands. He hummed a tune. Was expecting to be told off for not yet having apprehended the killer, be it Barney Thomson or otherwise.

He'd had a long day doing the rounds of Cindy Wellman's work colleagues and friends. Knew a lot more about her as a person, but nothing at all about what had led to her murder. Out with friends, but had parted company while still in the centre of town, to make her own way home. There the trail ran cold, except for a sighting of her being followed by a man whom they would now like to interview.

He couldn't concentrate on any of it. His head was filled with that obscure sludge which had been there for nearly a year now. Everything much of a muchness – something like the state of the Scottish football squad. A quagmire of mediocrity, nothing rising to the surface.

Barney Thomson, fishing, the Thistle, Tom Forsyth's goal in the '73 Cup Final, Melanie, Proudfoot, Cindy Wellman's right leg, Michael Palin in Brazil, Scalextric, they shoot horses, don't they?

'How's it going?' asked M abruptly. Still with his back turned, still staring at the three youths; one of whom was unzipping his fly, preparing to put on a show for an approaching female of the species.

Mulholland shrugged, a gesture that was naturally lost on the boss. Didn't really care how it was going.

'There doesn't appear to be a connection between the three victims. Still digging, of course, might get somewhere, but I don't think so. Got a possible sighting of someone seen with Cindy Wellman just before she must have been killed. It's a bit vague, but the computer geeks are putting a picture together. We'll see what they come up with.'

M grunted. Youth Culture 2001 placed his willie into the public domain, while passing compliant female prepared to laugh at him.

'Look anything like Barney Thomson?' asked M.

'Couldn't look less like him if it was a picture of a dog,' said Mulholland.

M grunted again. 'Don't know about that. Seems to me there's always been something canine about Barney Thomson.'

'Aye, he's a poodle.'

'Something primal; something zoomorphic; something bestial, animalcular and therianthropic. He is filled with some sort of basic instinct. A need for blood, a need to sup on the very essence of the human pneuma, a need for the destruction of the quiddity of kinship that transcends our perception.'

'Or an old Labrador who's lost his eyesight and the use of his legs.'

'Perhaps you should try to get the graphics people to include more of the features of Barney Thomson in the computer image.'

Mulholland finally paid some attention to what the boss was saying. Shook his head, which was again lost on M.

'It's not Barney Thomson, sir.'

'How do you know?' said M sharply, turning around at last; and consequently missing the action, as the passing woman turned back on the still-leering youths, kicked one of them brutally in the testicles, head-butted another – a precision hit – and punched the last one in his Adam's apple, rendering him breathless and close to death for some ten to fifteen minutes, before going on her way.

'The man seen walking after Cindy Wellman looked nothing like him.'

'But you don't know that it was this man who killed her,' said M quickly, waving an emphasising finger.

Mulholland made a Referee! gesture. See! cried his spirit, you can still get worked up about something.

'So what? The point surely is to speak to the last person seen with her, whether he's the murderer or not. We have to find the guy. What's the point in telling everyone it's Barney Thomson, when it wasn't him seen following her, and it probably wasn't him who killed her?'

M leant forward, knuckles white, resting on the desktop. A bulldog face.

'What's the point? I'll give you the blasted point, Chief Inspector. Everyone in Glasgow knows that Barney Thomson is a deranged killer, and that he's on the loose. And now what? You want me to tell them that there's another killer as well, and there's double the chance of them getting skinned alive or hacked up piece by piece? There'd be panic. Bloody panic.'

Mulholland's mouth was slightly open. You couldn't drive a bus in, but the man was aghast. McMenemy was mad, completely mad.

'You listen to me, Chief Inspector,' said M, beginning to foam slightly at the corners. 'You just listen to me. For the purposes of this case, for the purposes of the public and most of all for the purposes of your investigation, you are looking for Barney Thomson. No one else. You got that? I couldn't give a shit if there's another killer out there. I don't want any computer graphics or photofits or descriptions or anything of that sort released to the public, implicating anyone other than Barney Thomson. He is clearly, unequivocally, without a shadow of a doubt, our serial killer. You go after him, Chief Inspector. Him and nobody else.'

Mulholland continued to stare. Toppling over onto the side of incredulity. And so, a few things came to mind. What happened when Barney was in custody and the murders continued? How many members of the public would be duped by the real serial killer, because they were on the lookout for Barney?

He voiced none of it.

'Right,' he said, letting out a sigh. 'Right.'

M slowly sat down, never taking his eyes off Mulholland.

'There's a lot riding on this, Chief Inspector. I've brought you back because I thought you could do me a job. Don't let me down.'

Mulholland said nothing. Tasked with bringing the wrong man to justice. He might as well nip out into the street and arrest the first person he saw. Of course, the first person he saw would be a young lad clutching what was left of his genitals.

'You are going to have to enter the belly of the beast, 127,' said M, and Mulholland began to switch off. 'You must show bravery, stout-heartedness, daring and bravado. You must place your head in the jaws of the lion, and you must not display pusillanimity.'

Yeah, yeah, yeah... And so, as M continued, Mulholland began to slide back down into his nest of sludge, and the only coherent thought he could truly manage was that he wished he were no longer there. And in his head he was standing on a riverbank, wrist flicking, fish jumping at the flies he projected across the water.

Nine O'Clock In The Evening And I Can't Go To Bed

––––––––
Jade Weapon stood over the German agent, the steel toe of her red, thigh-length leather boot pressed up against Horst Schwimmer's trembling love-knob. The large machine gun she held in her right hand, which nestled against the inside of her even larger, yet firm, breast, was aimed at Schwimmer's forehead. A forehead beaded with sweat. Yet, as he looked up at her, nervous and expecting to die, he couldn't help but notice her enormous nipples straining against the thin fabric of her Lycra vest.
'Tell me where the formula is hidden or you eat lead,' said Weapon, in the east European monotone she used to cover up her middle-class, suburban upbringing.

'Gotten Himmel,' said Schwimmer. 'Vorsprung durch technik. Franz Beckenbauer, bratwurst, Helmut Kohl.'

With an instantaneous splash of red, Weapon opened fire, pumping fifteen rounds into Schwimmer's face in less than two seconds. His head exploded like a pumpkin. But hey, that's the way it goes.

*** 

Erin Proudfoot laid the book down for a second and took her first sip from the mug of tea which had been going cold on the small table next to her for nearly fifteen minutes. Glanced at the clock. Not even nine. The rest of the evening stretched out before her like a great mound of compost. Then bed, and another night of waking sleep, until another bloody day would dawn.

Another night sitting in on her own, drowning in misery. That was her. Should have been down the Bloated Fish, or whatever Friday night dive should happen along, watching her prey, the pointless stalk she'd had on for the previous five months. But Detective Sergeant Anderson, the other poor sap who, along with Crammond, had been dragged into the painful operation, had wanted to change for Saturday night and she'd agreed. Agreed without thinking twice.

For she had no idea of what it would lead to, this forthcoming Saturday night, which would turn into a long, long Sunday.

Thank God for Jade Weapon, she thought. However, there were only two more books to read in the series – Jade Does Dallas and Fast Train to Nowhere – and then she was finished. Who knew what excitement she'd be able to introduce into her life then?

She took another swallow of tepid tea, screwed her face up, did her best to ignore the feelings of depression and loneliness, and delved back into the novel.

Some days your head gets obliterated into a pulp by fifteen rounds from a semi-automatic. And some days it doesn't.

*** 

Another night at the Bloated Fish. Friday, a good crowd in. Not too many of the Murderers Anonymous group, most of them with other matters to take care of before going away for the weekend.

Arnie Medlock, in all his pomp. Katie Dillinger, lips soft and red, hair golden, teeth white like a new pair of M&S pants; a bit of the Georgia out of Ally McBeal about her, attractive yet insipid. Billy Hamilton, having turned up on the off-chance that Annie Webster would be there, and being sorely disappointed. (DS Anderson sat outside Webster's flat all night, fell asleep, and missed her when she left, then missed her again when she returned three hours later.) Billy would have to make do with Ellie Winters, a woman of some mystery. Socrates McCartney, in all his new-found, loose-tongued liberalism, chatting to Arnie Medlock, although the chatter concealed a certain amount of contempt. And lastly, Barney Thomson, sitting beside Katie Dillinger, toying with his pint of lager. Talking to a woman in an almost intimate situation, for the first time in over three hundred and fifty years. Or thereabouts.

Arnie Medlock kept a close watch, but suspected that Barney was all sour looks and no bottle. He wouldn't be any hassle; even though he could hear Dillinger enticing Barney to come with them for the weekend. I could crush Thomson like a digestive biscuit, he thought to himself, even though he had Socrates muttering about the size of spiders in Bearsden in his left ear.

'I don't know,' said Barney. 'I don't really feel like I'm one of you, you know.'

'Come on, Barney,' said Dillinger, running her finger around the top of her wine glass, an act which had Barney twitching in his seat, and which Medlock caught out of the corner of his eye. 'It's the perfect chance to get to know everyone. I won't lie to you. You see, I didn't think we'd be able to fit you in, but we have a vacancy. One of our number's dropped out, last-minute job. Don't know what the lad's up to,' she said, covering up all those feelings of rejection and annoyance which she'd done her best to ignore for the past couple of days. She would, of course, never see Paul The Hammer Galbraith again.

The wine glass began to sing. Somewhere distant, Barney was aware of Socrates talking about beetles and Medlock saying that when he was in Africa they'd had beetles bigger than dogs; while on his other side, Billy Hamilton talked about Northern Exposure, telling Ellie Winters that he dreamed of Rob Morrow every second or third night, but not in an erotic way, while Winters yawned. The pub was full. Elvis's Blue Christmas filled the air.

'What's the score, again?' said Barney, giving himself more time. His natural inclination was to say no, after all.

He had two options: one, spend a weekend in an old house, where every guest is a murderer, or, two, don't.

Tricky.

'We meet here at four o'clock tomorrow, and we've got a minibus hired to take us down. Get there in time for dinner, hang out, have a few drinks, then bed. On Sunday, we do what we want in the morning; play golf, go for a walk, lie in bed, whatever. Then usually there's a discussion in the early afternoon, then exchange presents, back into dinner and drinking. Everyone gets drunk, we all have a brilliant time. And the minibus comes and picks us up on Monday afternoon. What do you think?'

Barney nodded, took a small swig from his pint. Didn't want to have lager breath.

'And besides,' said Dillinger, realising she'd trapped her man, 'you have to come. We need someone to replace The Hammer in the exchange of presents.'

'The Hammer?' asked Barney.

'He's all right, and he's not coming anyway. But we each pick a name out the hat and have to buy a present for that person. So you'll have to take The Hammer's place.'

And she fished around in her coat pocket and handed Barney the small piece of paper.

'That'll be yours. I haven't looked at it,' she said.

Barney took it, wondering what on earth he would buy one of these delinquent idiots, and would they kill him if they didn't like the gift and discovered who'd bought it. And so he reluctantly opened up the crinkled piece of paper, read the name, and that old rubbery face displayed nothing.

'Are you in?' she said.

Barney looked up, eyes slightly brighter than before, but otherwise no change to the face. Yet choirs of angels had suddenly broken triumphantly into a chorus of hosannas; a raucous cascade of sparkling fireworks had exploded in the night sky, whites and purples and reds and greens, an orgiastic eruption of colour; a thousand-and-one gun salute had just been fired from the barbican of a magnificent hilltop castle; the gods had risen as one and were cheering Barney's name as if he were one of their own. For Barney had drawn the name Katie Dillinger, and he had his golden opportunity.

'Aye,' he said, sipping nonchalantly from his near-full pint. 'Why not?

*** 

Mulholland stared at the bottom of his fifth pint of Tennents. Drinking too much since he'd got back up to Glasgow, but it'd only been two days, and he knew he was pretty close to walking out on McMenemy and his ridiculous search for Barney Thomson. He could head back up north, forget the police, forget Barney, forget McMenemy, forget Erin Proudfoot and her pale face and beautiful lips, and spend his days up to his waist in freezing water trying to catch fish that had long since headed down to the African coast for a bit of warmth.

Maybe he'd continue the counselling, but if he'd ditched the police, they wouldn't pay for it any more, and there was no way he'd be able to afford the eight-million-pounds-a-minute fees of Murz and her crew. Maybe he could date Murz and get his counselling for free. She might have been fifty and a bit hairier than you'd like in a woman, but there'd still been something about her.

He delved into the bottom of a packet of crisps and came up with crumbs. Lifted his glass, stuffed the empty packet back inside and headed to the bar. Elvis on the jukebox. You saw me crying in my beer... Mulholland could hear him singing.

Quiet pub, didn't have to wait. A large-breasted barman approached.

'Pint of Tennents and a packet of salt and vinegar, please, mate,' he said.

The barman went about his business, and Mulholland wondered if it wouldn't be better if perhaps he were just to die.

*** 

Later on that night, the killer sat at home, drinking beer and eating pizza. And he watched The Silence of the Lambs, and thought to himself that Lecter was a complete pussy and that he could take him out with one swish of a knife.

Fava beans, my arse.

The Stankmonster, The Plain Jane & The Sophie Marceau

––––––––
William Stanton squinted up at Barney, as he put the finishing touches to an exquisite Special Agent Dale Cooper; which would nevertheless leave him a laughing-stock among his mates. Stanton was slightly distracted, even though he was in full flow on one of his pet subjects.
'Aye, I'm telling you, that's what it says these days. And another one. Have you seen it, on the top of milk cartons? A big sticker that says Keep in Fridge? I mean, what kind of delinquent arse is that aimed at? Who needs to be told to keep their milk in the fridge?'

Barney was uninterested. Blizzard read the paper. Barney shrugged. Stanton attempted to catch his eye.

'Keep in fridge. You know what that says to me?'

Barney shook his head. Not really paying attention. Another night had passed when he had awoken screaming. Mind in turmoil.

'That says that they think I'm a fucking idiot. That's what it says. I'm going to sue. I'm going to sue them for disparaging my intelligence.'

Blizzard glanced over. Barney stood back and surveyed the finished product. Hadn't been concentrating, but he knew he'd done a good job all the same. This haircut would go far. Reached for the rear-view mirror and let the bloke have a look.

Stanton did not pay attention. Accepted the cut, but looked quizzically at Barney. There was recognition in his eye. Perhaps he realised that he might just have had his hair cut by a celebrity. Barney laid down the mirror and began the decloaking operation.

'Keep away from fire, that's another one,' said Stanton, not even listening to himself. 'On every bit of clothing you get nowadays. Who, in the name of God, is that aimed at? Where will I put this jumper while I'm not wearing it? Em, let me see, in the drawer or in the fire? Em, not sure really. I mean, for goodness' sake, what a load of shite. Bloody bastards,' he added, handing over the cash, and regarding Barney with some curiosity.

Barney didn't notice, headed to the till. Stanton decided to indulge his inquisitiveness.

'Have I seen you before, mate?' he asked, reaching for his coat.

Barney shrugged, turning back to him and handing over the change.

'Probably in the paper. I'm Barney Thomson,' he said.

William Stanton nodded, took the change from Barney. Forgot to give him a tip.

'The barber?' he asked.

Barney laughed and indicated the surroundings.

'Aye, but the barber?' asked Stanton.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'I'm the barber. Tried handing myself in, but they're not interested. Just don't believe I am who I say. There you go.'

And he reached for the brush and started to clear up.

Blizzard took a little more notice, but not much. Reading the personal ads. 'Woman. 65. Moustache and large lump on her face. Weekly change of pants. Likes mince. Seeks barber from Greenock, mid-80s.'

'There you go, who'd have thought it. I've had my hair cut by a legend. Wait till I tell Denise,' said Stanton. 'And did you really murder all those nuns at the weekend, like it says in the paper?'

Barney laughed softly and resignedly again; shrugged his shoulders.

'Do I look as if I murdered any nuns?' he said, looking up.

Stanton shook his head.

'Suppose not,' he said. 'Suppose not. Right, thanks anyway, mate. Stoatir of a haircut, by the way.'

Barney acknowledged the compliment, and bent once more over his brush. The bell tinkled and Stanton was gone, out into the mild drudgery of another late December day. Three days before Christmas, with the promise of ill-cheer and untold misery in the air. And presents; lots of presents.

Barney swept; Blizzard read the paper. Barney contemplated the dream of the night before, Blizzard wondered about the exact nature of the big lump on the face of Mrs Clean Weekly Pants.

'Oh, aye, Leyman,' said Barney, looking up. 'I nearly forgot. You don't mind if I nip off a bit early the day? This mob I've joined are going away for the weekend, you know, and they asked if I wanted to go with them.'

'A weekend, eh? Where're you off to?'

'Down south, somewhere. Jedburgh, Kelso kind of a way.'

Blizzard looked at him. Being deserted by his new friend already. Another night in the pub on his own. All thanks to the lure of womankind.

'Thinking with your dick, son, are you?'

Barney didn't even bother laughing it off. Mind on other things, the dream removing all thoughts of Katie Dillinger, so that he had awoken that morning in quite a different mood from that in which he'd gone to bed.

'Aye,' he said, 'I suppose. I've got to buy her a present,'n' all. I was pleased at the time, but now I've no idea what to get her.'

Blizzard nodded and sucked his teeth.

'Can I give you the benefit of my years of experience, son?' he asked.

Barney smiled – a sad smile – and rested on the end of his broom.

'Aye,' he said. 'Go on.'

Blizzard laid down the paper and pointed at him.

'It doesn't matter what the fuck you give them. They'll either want to shag you, or they won't.'

Barney shook his head, still smiling. Brilliant.

'Tell you what you can do, son, though. I'll tell you what does work.'

'Go on.'

'They aye open up for a bit of poetry.'

'Poetry? Get a grip, Leyman. This is the West of Scotland. She'll think I'm a poof.'

Blizzard picked up the paper again and prepared to read about Absolutely Bloody Desperate from Kirkintilloch.

'I'm telling you, son. Poetry's the thing. Give them a nice poem, and their legs open up like you're pulling a zipper. No bother. A zipper.'

Barney laughed and bent to his work. Poetry. Where was he going to find poetry at this short notice? Unless he was to write it himself.

And before he could even begin to wonder what might rhyme with 'shag you', his mind was once more enveloped by the dark dreams of the night before, and the far-off face of his nemesis.

*** 

'You see, there are three kinds of women.'

Barney nodded. Gerry Cohn was in full flow.

'There's your common-or-garden stankmonster. There's your Plain Jane. Then there's your no' bad-looking bit of stuff. You know, your Sophie Marceau or your Uma Thurman. I mean, obviously you can sub-divide they three categories to an infinite amount, to be fair, but when it comes to it, you've got those basic three.'

Barney nodded. He was not in the mood for the Gerry Cohns of the world. His thoughts were still plagued by the remnants of the dream; and every so often he tried to recapture the face which had presented itself to him, and when it did not come, he did his best to not think of it, hoping that it might come subconsciously to mind; and when it did not, he concentrated his thoughts upon it, and so it went on. And thus he left his brain in neutral, as Gerry Cohn did his stuff.

'So, what about this lassie you're wanting to shag, then, Big Man? Which of the three does she fit into?'

Barney let his brain judder into first. Where did Katie Dillinger fit into all of this? Had she some obscure, subconscious part to play in these recurring dreams and his daily dread? Was it all just an equal and opposite reaction to his optimism over the potential of his relationship?

'Somewhere between the good looking and the average, I suppose,' he said.

'Aye, aye,' said Cohn, 'I know what you mean. Quite often there's cross-pollination between substrata. That concept makes up quite a part of the paper I'm writing on it for my PhD, you know. Usually the movement's between the Plain Jane and the good-looking bit of stuff ones, right enough. You meet some lassie, she looks plain enough. A couple of months later, you've got to know her a bit better, she seems all right, good sense of humour and all that, and you want into her knickers. All of a sudden she's in the A-band. It's common. Course, it's just yourself who thinks she's a looker, not your mates.'

'Aye,' said Blizzard from behind the Mirror – Thomson Butchers Cow in Abattoir – 'but a stankmonster is aye a stankmonster.'

'How right you are, mate,' said Cohn.

Barney slid back into neutral and tried to concentrate on the dream. He was sure that the minister, the haunting spectre on his knees, praying for Barney's soul, had revealed himself at last. He still felt the shock of revelation, greater than the impact of just recognising someone he knew. But when he'd woken, the face was gone, and all that had been left was the terrible feeling of dread; of Death at his shoulder.

'You're looking a bit distracted there, Big Man,' said Cohn. 'You're not obsessing about the bird, are you?'

Barney looked down at the head of hair beneath him. The requested John Lennon (Let it Be) was already in danger of becoming a John Lennon (Sergeant Pepper), and if he was not careful, it could become a John Lennon (Some Time His Hair Was Really Short).

He laid the scissors down on the table and looked around the shop. Blizzard read the paper, the back sports page pointed at him. Barcelona Tea Lady on Way to Ibrox in Swap Deal with Amaruso. He ran the final comb through the hair of Gerry Cohn.

'Naw, it's not that,' he said. 'Just been getting bad dreams.'

Cohn nodded as he viewed the final effort. Not too bothered about the retro-slide of his Lennon haircut, but glad it hadn't gone any farther.

'Portent of your own death, that kind of thing?'

Barney didn't even bother being surprised.

'No' sure,' he said. 'Might be. Hard to say.'

'Sure they're not just a rehash of the day's events?' volunteered Blizzard, placing the paper down on the bench. Liked nothing better than a discussion on the swings and roundabouts of outrageous ontology; the precincts and harvests of metaphysics.

Barney emitted a long sigh as he removed the cape from around Cohn's neck.

'Might be, Leyman,' he said, 'but if they are, they're someone else's day's events, not mine. And I wouldn't like to be the poor bastard whose days they are.'

Cohn stood up and admired himself in the mirror. He was into Wee Senga Saddlebag's pants with this napper, no problem.

'Well, you know what they say,' he said, digging no deeper into his pocket than required, 'if it's not a rehash of the day's events, then it's a harbinger of something. And if it ain't good, then it's bad.'

They stared at one another.

'You can quote me on that last one, if you like,' he added.

Robotic, Barney fetched Cohn his coat from the hanger and placed it over his shoulder. Why couldn't dreams be just that? Wasn't that allowed? He'd had plenty of good dreams, dreams from which he'd awoken to find the harsh reality of normal life. None of those bloody dreams had been a portent of things to come, so why should the one with Death creeping up at his shoulder ever happen, recurring or not?

'I wouldn't worry, Barney,' said Blizzard, 'we're all a long time old, my friend. Especially me. You've got nothing to be scared of about dying. No' just yet.'

Barney nodded and thanked Cohn for the meagre tip. Dying? He'd never been afraid of dying, and felt even less so now. So what else could it be?

'The unknown,' said Cohn, as he opened the door to the outside, allowing in the cold wind from the Clyde. 'Now there's something to be afraid of. See you, lads.'

And he left them staring at the door. Barney wide-eyed and knowing. He had just seen the light; the obscure truth which fitted his ill feeling like an old sock.

'What d'you make of that?' said Blizzard.

Barney didn't answer immediately; lifted his brush and attended to the detritus at his feet, still not looking at the floor. Sensing where the hairs were. The brush his light sabre, the hairs evil agents of the Emperor.

'The man's got a point,' he said after a while, head still down. 'The man's got a point.'

And so taken with the final words of Gerry Cohn had they been that, though they were both staring through the window at the street outside, neither of them noticed Sophie Marceau as she walked past, naked from the waist up, on one of her regular shopping trips to Greenock.

Giant Octopus Eats Mum Of Five

––––––––
Barney propped his brush up against the wall, turned and surveyed the shop, mentally twiddling his thumbs. Early Saturday afternoon, nothing to be done and nothing to be gained. A Mario Van Peebles had just left the shop, not another customer in sight. Probably pick up later on, but his heart wasn't in it. Not today. Contemplating the haunting of his dreams and the paradox of the possibilities of the weekend ahead. The chance to get to know Katie Dillinger. The infinite potential of the sleeping arrangements. Well, the two possible sleeping arrangements. One where he got to sleep with her, and one where he didn't.
And so, on and on, his mind went. He'd noticed some jealous glances from the others when talking to her, and perhaps he wouldn't be the only one looking to make his move. And if he did get anywhere, what then? It'd been a long, long time. Would he still remember? Would he still function in all the appropriate places?

This occupied his mind, alongside the overwhelming sense of foreboding. The weekend loomed large with promise, but also with apprehension and unease. A group of murderers alone in a house together. It was almost a joke. Why shouldn't he feel unease?

But it was more than that, this feeling that plagued him. Much more.

'Why don't you leave, son?' said Blizzard.

Barney was plucked from his meandering mind.

'Sorry?'

'Bugger off. I can tell you've got other things on your mind, so why not just get on? Go home and pack, or whatever you've got to do for your big night.'

'That'll only take five minutes.'

'Doesn't matter, son. Away and buy the bitch her present, or write some magic bit of poetry. I can see your mind's not on your work. Cut a wee bit too much off that last yin's hair. Bugger off and I'll take care of things. Working with you's given me a lot more confidence. Hope you noticed I gave some bastard a Brad Pitt (Se7en) earlier. Not bad, eh?'

Barney smiled weakly and nodded. He had noticed. It'd been a stinker, but at least Leyman was more relaxed about these things now. So what if it had been a stinker; it'd grow back.

'You sure?' he said, avoiding comment.

'Aye, aye, of course I am. No bother. Just bugger off and leave me to it.'

Barney smiled, genuinely this time. He was a good man, old Leyman, and there were not many of them left.

He grabbed his coat and grabbed his hat. Turned to face the old man, and as he did so, taking in the shop, he felt the strangest movement up his back and over his shoulders, so that his entire body shivered and the hairs crept up on his neck. A cold hand gripped his spine. He turned quickly, looking around the small silence of the shop. And as quickly as it had come, the shiver died, the feeling subsided. An end to sighs. He looked at the scissors that lay on the table and did not know that he would never lift them again in anger.

He looked up. The shop stared blankly back at him, as did old Blizzard.

'There's a nice card shop up by there, son. Get a blank one, with Christmas shite on the front, one of they old paintings of Paris in the snow, or some shite like yon. Then stick your poem in the middle. Something like, You're the fairest girl, a bonnie lass; I want to shag your tits and lick your arse. Like yon. She'll be gagging for it.'

Barney laughed, shook his head. With the words, the feeling went. Back on his own two feet, but still troubled.

'We're closed on Monday, by the way, eh?' he said. 'Christmas Eve?'

'Monday?' said Blizzard, mock exasperation. 'Bloody hell, son, you've only been here five minutes and already you're wanting days off to go out shagging?'

And the warm smile returned and the old man laughed wickedly into his beard. 'Aye, course we're closed. Merry Christmas, son. See you in the boozer when you get back. Ho fucking ho, eh?'

Barney turned to go, stopped and looked back at the old man. A father figure, created almost overnight. The father he'd never had. And he was swept up by feelings of warmth and sadness and regret, and he knew not from where any of them came. It was almost as if this scene was a waking dream, a brief connection with his nightmare, and it was gone. 'Thanks, Leyman,' he said.

'Aye, son, now away and bugger off. I don't need nursing.'

'Merry Christmas.'

'Load of shite, son, but the same to you.'

Barney smiled again, turned and was gone. Blizzard watched him go, shook his head, then lifted the paper. Giant Octopus Eats Mum of Five.

And strangely enough, Barney closed the door behind him and bent his head into the wind at just exactly the moment when Detective Sergeant Best, the recipient of the Mario Van Peebles – watching over the shop and waiting for reinforcements – was forced to answer the call of nature.

*** 

Just after midday. Another day into December, another degree off the temperature, but still the day was grey and mild and bleak and nothing. The sort of day for sitting in a pub drinking copious amounts of alcohol. Although sometimes it could seem like every day is for that, no matter what the weather, no matter what there is in life.

It's like that. You've got to have something to look forward to, or you might as well spend your time looking at the dregs in a glass, or staring at a silent fishing line, or parked in front of crap TV. There has to be some focus; and when you're a policeman, you've got a huge murder case in front of you, and you're still not focused, you're losing the point.

Mulholland had had the brass section from Stop the Cavalry playing in his head all day. Dah-de-dah-de-dum-dum ... dah-de-dah-de-dum ... And on it went and he had given up trying to get rid of it. He tapped the beat out softly on the side of his glass with his wedding ring; drained the dregs of his second pint of lager. Sort of staring at Proudfoot's hands, sort of thinking of how those hands had ventured to several of the most intimate parts of his body, sort of thinking about getting another round in, sort of thinking about the case.

He knew he'd not given much lead to the investigation, but then how was he supposed to lead when the direction in which he'd been ordered was so hopelessly off the mark? Did M seriously believe that they should be after Barney Thomson? Maybe M himself was the serial killer, that might have explained it. Maybe he should indeed be after Barney Thomson, but just didn't want to accept it because he'd had him in his grasp the previous year and had decided to let him go.

He shook his head, rubbed his forehead. He ought to just get out, leave it to someone who could do a better job. He was wasting everybody's time. He presumed there must be some young go-getter left on the force who would like to run with it, and was resenting Mulholland for having been brought back.

There are always issues, that's the thing. Everyone has their own issues. M had his, whatever they were, in looking for Barney; he himself had his own in not looking for him. Whoever else was brought into the investigation would have their own angle. Everyone has an angle.

'You think I did the right thing?' he said into the space which had been devoid of conversation for some ten minutes. 'Letting him go?'

'You're speaking, then?' said Proudfoot, dragged from her own melancholia. 'Thought the next time you opened your mouth it would be to offer up the next round.'

'Driving,' he said.

'Oh, aye, where're we going, then?'

Their eyes engaged, and when he couldn't think of a reply she looked back into her drink and watched the bubbles rise slowly to the surface. Her mood a combination of being sucked into his gloom and the realisation that she did not want what she'd asked for this past year. She didn't want to be back in the saddle after all, she didn't want to have to be spending her Saturday evening on suspect-watch, she didn't want any of it; and so now she had no clue what she wanted.

Mulholland? Did she want back into the turbulence of that? Fighting one minute, wanting to get married the next. Except there was no fight left in either of them.

'Probably not,' she said finally answering his question. 'Seemed like a good idea at the time, but it just means we're having to look for him now.'

'D'you think he might be the killer?'

She shrugged and ran her fingers around the top of the glass. There would have been a time when the action was laced with sexual tension between the two; now it was just something to do for a few seconds. Mulholland stared at her hands.

'No,' she said, shortly. 'But if he was locked up, or appearing on chat shows, or whatever, we wouldn't have to be chasing him now, would we? We might be able to concentrate on the real guy, not some bloke who can't stick a fork into a mushroom without feeling guilt.'

Mulholland's shoulders dropped another micro-inch. That was about the size of it. It'd been a good idea at the time, but now they were lumbered with it. There was someone out there to be caught and their hands were tied.

He became aware of the television playing quietly in the background, a few desperate souls at the bar watching. The early afternoon news, a report on the hunt for this year's serial killer. It drifted through the usual details, including a review of all the murders, an overview of the suspects (total – one), and a rundown of the key police officers involved. Mulholland looked away when he saw his own face on the screen, accompanied by McMenemy's words that his men were on it twenty-four hours a day.

'Macaroon bars.'

He could feel a few pairs of eyes on him from the bar; could imagine the thought processes.

'Macaroon bars. Get your macaroon bars here. Macaroon bars.'

He glanced at Proudfoot, but she hadn't even noticed. Took a quick look up and caught the eye of a woman sitting at the bar, already staring at him. Imagined there was something accusatory in her look, so turned away. Fuck 'em. It was McMenemy's problem. He could spout all he liked, but when he had his force looking for the wrong man, then it might as well have been a thousand of them on the case for twenty-four thousand hours a day, they were still not going to catch the real killer.

'Macaroon bars!' said the macaroon bar salesman, walking through the pub. A little more feeling this time. He carried a full box of macaroon bars, and had been walking the streets and pubs of Glasgow for nearly two hours. 'Macaroon bars, get your macaroon bars here!'

The landlord gave him the once-over, decided not to eject him. These fly-by-night macaroon bar salesmen came and went with the wind; and it was not as if they took any of his crisps and peanut business.

Mulholland couldn't help but hold the gaze of the woman at the bar. Evelyn McLaughlin, as it happened; on the lookout for a certain type of man. He got a strange feeling that something was about to happen; a peculiar and vague sense of foreboding. He stared at her for a little while longer, but her expression was blank, the eyes gave nothing away. Mid-twenties perhaps. Black hair, waxed eyebrows, intensifying the apparent Culloden look which perhaps lay beneath the banality of the stare. Banal and bellicose at the same time; Mulholland never had been much good at working out women.

'Macaroon bars! Get your macaroon bars here!'

He looked around the bar, trying to identify the possible origin of the unease he was feeling. Proudfoot stared into her drink, the customers – Evelyn McLaughlin excepted – drank their pints and watched TV and talked aimlessly of momentous topics, while the macaroon bar salesman plied his trade in ever-increasing, powerless frustration.

'Macaroon bars! Get your macaroon bars here! Macaroon bars!'

Mulholland toyed with his drink, unable to pick the source of his disquiet, finally lifting the near-empty glass to his mouth to finish it off. He became aware of Evelyn McLaughlin approaching, waxed eyebrows in full flow. He warily looked at her as she came to rest beside him.

Proudfoot gave her the time of day, seeing as she had nothing else to think about.

'Macaroon bars! Get your macaroon bars here! Some cunt buy one. Macaroon bars!'

'Here,' said McLaughlin, as the macaroon bar salesman grudgingly gave up the ghost, barely giving enough time for the quality of his advertising campaign to take hold, and made his way out into the street, 'you that polis that's just been on the telly?'

Mulholland looked at her, a quick appraisal to see if there might be a knife or some other implement tucked away in the foliage of her clothing. A tight red dress, nothing much showing except the usual array of fat.

He nodded. A subdued sense of ill feeling all because he was about to be subjected to a volley of verbal abuse from a punter.

'Well, how come you're not out catching that bloody Barney Thomson, then, ya bampot? This you on it twenty-four hour a day, is it? Magic that, i'n't it no? Sitting in a fucking boozer with your bit of skirt and a pint of heavy?'

'It's lager.'

'Lager? Well, that's all right, then, i'n't it, ya polis bastard.'

She placed her hands on her hips and they stared one another out. Proudfoot contemplated the thought of being Mulholland's bit of skirt, and decided she couldn't care less. She's been called worse.

'That all you've got to say for yourself, ya bastard?'

'Just about,' he said.

She snorted. Very, very attractive.

'Anyway,' she went on, 'that's no' why I'm here. I don't really give a shite whether you catch that bloke or not. I mean, I'd be delighted for him to kill most of the people I know, and that.'

'Kind words,' said Mulholland.'

'Aye, right. Anyway, what I'm really here for is to say that me and my mate Elsie have got a bet on about who can shag more folk off the telly by Christmas. That bitch is about six ahead of me, seeing as she shagged the entire Albion Rovers team in the space of a couple of hours. So, seeing as you've just been on the box, I was wondering if you'd like to shag me, or what. I mean, I'm like that, I'm not interested in foreplay or orgasms or any of yon shite. Two seconds' penetration'll do, and you're in my book. We could go into the bog, and I'll be pure like that, and you'll be back here with your miserable bird in less than a minute.'

Mulholland almost smiled; first time in months.

'This is my wife, I'm afraid. Can't do it.'

'Your missus? This soor-faced pudding? I could give you a much better time, even if it was only for two seconds. I bet she hasn't shagged you in about six months.'

Good guess, thought Proudfoot; damn near spot on. She nodded.

'See what I mean? No wonder you're a miserable cunt, married to a pound of mince like this. Come with me, Big Man, and I'll show you a good time. Suck a melon through a straw, me. Throat like a vacuum cleaner.'

Mulholland smiled. 'Put like that, hen, I'm tempted. Twenty-four hours a day, though, that's me. Always on the job. Couldn't even spare you that two seconds.'

'Aye, well, whatever. Think you're full of shite, whatever you say. When you find yon bastard and you've got more time on your hands, then give us a call. Having said that, don't bother if it's after Christmas, 'cause you're an ugly bastard.'

And so the lounge bar überchick made her way back to her Bacardi Breezer, and Mulholland could continue the great weight of thought needed to decide whether or not to get in another round.

'She's got you pegged,' said Proudfoot.

'Watch it, Sergeant.'

The door to the bar swung open, then rocked closed behind the weight of Detective Sergeant Ferguson. He approached Mulholland, eyeing up the vixen in red as he did so.

'Nice bit of stuff at the bar,' he said, arriving at the table.

They viewed him as they might a small child.

'You used to police the Thistle home games decades ago when they were still a decent enough outfit and used to get on the telly, didn't you?' said Mulholland.

'Aye, why?'

'Oh, no reason. What is it that brings you steaming into the bar?'

'The boss is just about to get a round in, if that's why you're here,' said Proudfoot.

'A round? Wouldn't mind a pint, but I think we better get a move on. There's been a sighting of Barney Thomson. Some geezer phoned in to say he'd had his hair cut by the bloke in a wee shop in Greenock.'

Mulholland let out a long sigh and shook his head.

'No news of the real killer, then?' he said.

Proudfoot grabbed her bag and coat. Something to do at last, although she felt no hint of tension or excitement. So what if they'd found Barney Thomson, she thought; as did Mulholland.

Out they went, into the grey gloom of early afternoon. Mulholland could smell the cigarette smoke on his jacket; he could taste the bitter remnants of the lager on his tongue. Beginning to need to go to the toilet. The ordinary scene around them as he got into the passenger seat of Ferguson's car seemed less ordinary today. It was somehow challenged, as if at odds with itself. But really, it was he who was at odds with it, and the weight of the world sat uneasily on his shoulders. There was something not quite right. Some weird Jungian thing going on.

'What's the score, then, Sergeant?' he said.

Ferguson cut up the only Rover 75 sold in the previous six months, and pulled out into the flow of traffic.

'Bloke goes in for a haircut, an Agent Cooper, apparently.'

'That's a little more information than I needed, Sergeant.'

'I'm setting the scene.'

'I know what a sodding barbershop looks like.'

'So, the guy goes in for his Agent Cooper. Not the film version Agent Cooper, but the TV show Agent Cooper.'

'Thought it was the same?' said Proudfoot, already beginning to doze in the back.

'Whatever, I'm just reporting what I was told. I never watched that shite. Anyway, the bloke does a good job. The guy thinks he recognises him, asks him who he is, and he quite happily admits to being Barney Thomson.' Mulholland gave a sideways glance. 'So, he goes home and calls the local Feds. They're a keen lot, and obviously with nothing better to do, so they send one of their plods along to get his napper seen to. So the guy gets his hair cut by Thomson, asks him a few questions, and again he readily admits to who he is. Which, let's face it, ties in with the fact that he was giving himself up all over the shop. So the plod leaves with a stoatir of a haircut – a Mario Van Peebles, no less – and waits outside for the cavalry.'

Ferguson steamed through the traffic, towards the confines of the westbound M8.

'So, have the locals moved in?'

Ferguson snorted.

'Have they bollocks. They're all shitting their breeks, which is fair enough. Waiting for you two, by the sounds of it. They're watching the shop, waiting to see if he makes a move.'

'So he doesn't know they're on to him?'

'Doesn't know shite.'

Mulholland shook his head, then winced and extended his braking foot as Ferguson nearly drove into the back of a green Peugeot.

'What are they going to do,' said Mulholland, once they were back in the clear, shooting up the middle lane of a dual carriageway, 'if he makes a move before we get there? Hide, and see if the Scouts can follow the guy?'

Ferguson shrugged. Had a couple of mates on the force down there. All in it together. Could tell that Mulholland was no longer a team man; if, indeed, he was anything at all.

'Can't blame them, really,' he said. 'That Thomson's a murderous bastard.'

'He's a big poof.'

'He's still a mad bastard.'

'If he's mad, it's only because we won't leave him in peace to cut hair. And all the time we worry about this guy, and go careering off across the country looking for him, the real killer is pishing himself laughing at us wasting our time. There's better things to be doing than this, Sergeant, and the local bloody plods can't even be bothered their backside going in and arresting him.'

'What about you!' said Ferguson, as he headed slowly up the slip road onto the motorway. 'You were sitting in the pub.'

'Shut up, Sergeant. I get enough lip from this one,' he said, indicating the back of the car.

They both glanced behind. Proudfoot's head was resting uncomfortably against the rear window. She slept, the smile of the curiously perturbed on her face.

They turned back and Ferguson accelerated into the midst of the flow. And off they went in search of Barney Thomson, to the exact little barbershop on the edge of Greenock where he had been working this past week; and which he had walked out of some half-hour earlier.

Been Going Down This Road So Long

––––––––
The car pulled into the side of the road. Apart from the twenty or so grown men and women secreted in inadequate hiding places or attempting to blend in with the crowd, it was a perfectly normal afternoon scene. A grey day, the suggestion of rain, cars coming and going, pedestrians doing their thing. Walking for example.
Ferguson had had the heat up higher than necessary, the music down low. Proudfoot had slept soundly; Mulholland had stared dumbly at the passing grey day, contemplating his bank account. Could he afford to jack in the job and spend his days fishing? A life on the riverbank, watching the water trundle by, bugs buzzing above the water and fish nibbling at the surface, had got to be worth the trade-off of having no money coming in.

He could take a pay-off from the Feds; eat the fish he caught; go out all day and so use few utilities. No mates, family all gone to the big football terrace in the sky, so no phone calls. He could live on buttons.

But then there was the issue – and it was an issue – of Proudfoot. Could he bring himself to leave her again? Ought he not really to ask her to come with him? They could argue on a permanent basis. They could wind each other up. They could enrage each other, and press all the wrong buttons. All that, coupled with fantastic sex.

Ferguson turned off the engine. Springsteen was cut off in mid-stride; the last line and sudden silence filtered through to Mulholland. He snapped from his myth of El Dorado; a fish, some fourteen pounds at least, snapping frantically on the end of his line, Proudfoot saying not bloody fish again for dinner. He looked at Ferguson, glanced behind at their sleeping beauty.

'I'd drive all night again just to buy you some shoes?' he said to Ferguson. 'You don't half listen to some amount of shite, Sergeant.'

Ferguson shrugged. 'Always thought it was quite poignant.'

'Poignant? You? You thought it was poignant when Alan Rough played his last game for Scotland.'

'I'm hurt.'

'I bet you are.'

Mulholland turned round and tapped Proudfoot gently on the leg. Got the mild shock from physical contact. A remnant of the past, or the underlying flicker of interest. He ignored it.

'Wake up, Sergeant, the evil monster awaits.'

Proudfoot stirred, dragged herself uneasily from her dreams of disembodied hands and midnight killers.

'Right,' she said, taking in the surroundings. 'I'm on it.'

They got out of the car, another three Feds to add to the ever-increasing collection. There were some in uniform, crouching behind cars; some in plainclothes milling around, pretending to look in shop windows, mingling with the crowd, yet still standing out a mile. And that crowd continued to grow, as grandstanders and gloaters added to the throng.

'You know who's in charge?' asked Mulholland.

'You see,' replied Ferguson, 'I've never been sure about it. Is it that he's driven all night once before to buy her some shoes, and he's saying he'd do it again? Or is it that the last time he drove all night it was for some completely different article of clothing, and he's saying that he'd also be prepared to do it to buy her shoes. I'm not so sure. What d'you think, Erin?'

'You talking about Springsteen?'

'Aye.'

'I think it's a pile of pish.'

Mulholland stopped and held up his hands.

'Stop! Sergeant, who's in charge?'

Ferguson smiled and flicked open the notebook.

'An Inspector Hills.'

'Thank you. You may continue your discussion.'

Mulholland approached the nearest uniform lurking behind a car, surveying the situation as he went. The small barber's shop was directly across the road, the view inside largely obscured by a blind.

He aimed his badge at the uniform. 'Inspector Hills?' he said. No mood for civility.

Constable Starkey, a woman of some infinite depth, completely wasted on her chosen profession, indicated two men standing outside the door of a small grocer's, pretending to be interested in tomatoes. Mulholland turned away without a word.

'Hills?' he said, approaching.

'Aye,' said the taller of the two. A good man; honest face, broad shoulders, firm handshake. Someone to rely on in a crisis. 'Graeme Hills. You must be Detective Chief Inspector Mulholland?'

'Aye.' He briefly contemplated introducing his sergeants into the fold, but decided not to bother. This wasn't going to take very long. 'What's the score, then?'

'Got the report an hour or two ago,' said Graeme Hills, arms crossed. 'The guy seemed fairly certain it was him. We got one of our men to go to the shop, on a purely customer-orientated basis. Got a lovely Mario Van Peebles off the bloke, by the way. Anyway, it's Barney Thomson all right. Talked quite openly about it. Our man said it seemed, I don't know, that there was an air of melancholy about him.'

Mulholland breathed deeply, stared across at the shop. Couldn't be bothered with any of this.

'So why didn't he arrest him?'

Hills did a thing with his eyebrows.

'We're talking Barney Thomson here. Our guy was alone and under strict instruction to wait for back-up.'

Mulholland nodded. Fair enough, perhaps. He'd had his own reservations about Thomson until he'd discovered his true nature. However, that didn't excuse everything.

'And what do these three or four hundred officers represent, if not back-up?'

Hills did something with his mouth.

'We're not armed. We thought it best to wait for you, seeing as you've direct experience of the bloke. Got the place covered. Can't really see into the shop properly, but there's no way he's getting out without us getting him.'

'I'm not armed, either,' said Mulholland.

Hills did something with his cheeks.

'That's your call, Chief Inspector. You know how to deal with him. We've got no experience of him.'

Mulholland gave him his best Morse face. Waste of bloody time, he thought.

'So why haven't you got this road closed off, if you think he's so dangerous?'

Hills pointed up and down the road in a completely aimless gesture. 'And alert him to us?' he said. 'He knows nothing of us being here. We're sharp, discreet and smooth. There could be three hundred polis out here and he wouldn't have a clue. My officers blend in like trees in a forest. They're the SAS. They're the Pink Panther. They're Pierce Brosnan in The Thomas Crown Affair. They're Sean Connery in Entrapment. We can move in and get him any time.'

Mulholland continued to look unhappy; Ferguson nodded in a 'seems reasonable' gesture; Proudfoot looked across the road at the shop, wondering if it really was Barney Thomson in there. Why would this be any different from any other hoax they'd had in the past year?

Mulholland shook his head and turned to Ferguson.

'Right, Sergeant, me and Proudfoot will go in, you wait just outside the shop in case he makes a break for it. Your discreet Pink Panther-type unarmed heroes got the back covered, Inspector?'

'Of course,' said Hills.

'Brilliant. Right, let's go.'

'But you're not armed,' said Hills to Mulholland as he walked away. 'Shouldn't you wait for some armed back-up?'

Mulholland looked over his shoulder.

'Have you called any?'

'Well, no.'

Mulholland shrugged and stepped out into the road, saying, 'Come on, Sergeant, you joining me, or are you just going to stand there gawping at the pavement?' to Proudfoot as he went.

Proudfoot wandered a few steps behind, taking oblique notice of the traffic. Face to face, once again, with Barney Thomson. She remembered a year earlier heading north to hunt for him, full of fears and trepidation and terror. And now... now she vaguely wondered what she was going to have for dinner.

Hills watched them go. He'd heard tales of Mulholland and Proudfoot; great odysseys that painted them mad as hell. And here was confirmation. Walking unarmed into the lion's den, the stench of alcohol on their breath. These maverick cops were all alike.

*** 

The door to the shop opened; Blizzard looked up as they entered. A man with a great shag of black hair who could well have been there for a cut. No idea about the woman. But he could tell that this was not business; at least, not his business.

'You're not fucking consultants, are you?' said Blizzard, with a casual charm.

Mulholland produced his badge. Proudfoot looked around, realised that she'd never before been inside a barbershop. Then it occurred to her that she couldn't care less either way and turned to look at the old man. They both noticed the obvious absence of anyone remotely resembling Barney Thomson.

'Polis,' said Mulholland to back up the badge. 'We're looking for Barney Thomson.'

Blizzard humphed.

'Thought you'd be by eventually,' he said. 'The lad buggered off about forty minutes ago. I noticed your lot gathering outside like a pack of hyenas. Stupid wankers. Anyway, he's gone till after Christmas.'

Mulholland's shoulders dropped another inch or two. Proudfoot switched off. The same old story.

'Who the fuck are you?' said Mulholland, vaguely annoyed at the old man; couldn't think why.

'Blizzard,' said Blizzard. 'Leyman Blizzard. And don't talk to me like that, or I'll kick your arse.'

'So if you had Barney Thomson working in your shop, why didn't you report it?'

Blizzard sat back, straightened his shoulders. Had always hated the polis.

'What was the point? He's a nice enough bloke, and there's no way he's the killer youse are looking for. And besides, he's tried handing himself in and youse weren't interested. And you just watch your tone, son.'

Mulholland had no argument. Barney was indeed not the killer they were looking for, and the police did look stupid turning up here, mob-handed, to arrest the man when he'd already tried to hand himself in and had been turned away.

'Where'd he go? Where does he live?'

'He's away for the weekend somewhere. Don't know where. Why don't youse just leave the bastard alone?'

Joel Mulholland stood and stared at the floor, at exactly the same mark as Erin Proudfoot, and neither of them could think of an answer. Why didn't they just leave him alone? And why didn't they just walk away from this bloody stupid investigation?

Old Leyman Blizzard said nothing, and waited for them to go.

Now Ye Need Not Fear The Grave

––––––––
Mulholland had refused to sit. Knew what was coming, already aware of what was in his head to do. McMenemy was on the prowl, stalking the few yards between his desk and the window, head bent to the ground, looking at the pattern of the carpet. Trying to control his burgeoning rage. Eyebrows knotted together, teeth set hard. A man on the verge of a verbal explosion.
Mulholland was not far off the same.

'Will you sit down, Chief Inspector?' McMenemy barked one more time. 'Sit down!'

'I'm not staying,' said Mulholland dryly.

McMenemy stopped his endless backwards and forwards charge and engaged his eye. The Klingon warbird de-cloaked and about to unleash photon torpedoes. Of course, those Klingon warbirds were rubbish.

'Damned right you're not staying! Damned right. You let the man go from right under your nose. My God! He's a monster and he roams our streets free, because of you! You had him in his shop and you let him go!'

Mulholland moved forward and pressed his hand against the desktop.

'He was gone by the time I got there. It was the bloody local plods who let him go. And you know why? They were so shit scared of him because of the press and the likes of you, making the guy out to be so much more than he actually is. Watch my lips, sir. He's not the killer.'

McMenemy pointed a finger, arm outstretched, from no more than three yards across the desk.

'Don't you watch my lips at me, my boy. This is it for you, Sergeant Mulholland. You can report for front desk duty on Monday morning, and consider yourself lucky you're not busted all the way down. You should be plodding the damned streets for your incompetence.'

'I'm incompetent? You're the arsehole chasing after a big, mild-mannered bloody jessie!'

McMenemy's pointing finger wilted a little. His nostrils flared. Eyes widened, then slowly narrowed as he lowered his arm. From the side of the room came the low hum of the fish tank. Cars outside cruised at forty-five in a thirty zone. There was a distant tantrum of a Salvation Army brass band breaking heartily into Good Christian Men, Rejoice, and the tune started playing in Mulholland's head. Aware of his own breathing; could hear McMenemy's breath, thick and clogged through his nose, lips clenched shut.

Now ye hear of endless bliss, Jesus Christ was born for this...

'What did you just call me?'

The words snapped out into the room. Cold, short, violent.

McMenemy pulled his shoulders back and stared at Mulholland, waiting for the answer. Or an apology. But Mulholland did not quail. He had had enough, and it was time to go. And if you're going to go, you might as well do an Al Pacino, And Justice for All...

He took another step towards him, and placed both hands on the desktop. Leaned closer.

'I called you an arsehole. And you know what, Chief Superintendent? You know what? I was right. You are an arsehole.'

Straightened up, waiting to see the reaction. Had rolled the word arsehole around his tongue, as if it were a Cuban cigar. If you're going to burn your bridges, you might as well do it properly.

McMenemy rose to his full, intimidating height. A good six three in his socks, and no mistake. Looked down on him, face beginning to snarl. An easy-going man, really, turned to madness.

'Get out of my office, Mr Mulholland, and get out of my station. You're finished, boy. Absolutely finished. I should have listened to Geraldine Cunningham. You're a useless waste of space. A has-been. You might as well have died in the monastery last year, 'cause you're good for nothing. Get out, get out! Do not darken the door of this station again. Do you hear me?'

Mulholland started to turn, but suddenly felt like he had been given free reign.

'You know what you can do?' he said.

'Get out, right now, before you make this even worse,' said McMenemy.

'You know what you can do?' Mulholland repeated. 'You can fuck your job.'

He was starting to warm to his subject. A few steps away from the desk, pointing at his boss. His ex-boss. Getting serious, annoyed, flustered, excited. A great weight of frustration and anger to burn off before he walked out for the last time.

'Get out!'

'What are you going to do?' he said, starting to laugh. 'Call the police? You stupid, ignorant bastard. Well, you can fuck your job. And you know what else? You can fuck you, and fuck the station. And you can fuck your post of chief inspector. You can fuck Glasgow, fuck Barney fucking Thomson, fuck the real fucking killer, and you can stick your fucking job up your fucking fuckhole, you stupid fucking fuckbag!'

Final words uttered in triumph, a small piece of spit sent flying through the air in front of him. And McMenemy stood and stared. Strangely now the anger was gone, and slowly he sank down into his seat. And when he spoke again his voice was low and cold, and filled more fully with malice than at any time in the previous twenty years.

'Leave, please. Now. And be assured, Chief Inspector, that this matter is not over.'

Mulholland breathed heavily. Face flushed. Had loved every second of it. Knew from past experience that his voice would have travelled out from within these walls. He would be a hero! Word would spread, and they would all know him as the brave visionary he most certainly was. Either that, or the stupid, burned-out idiot.

'Yes it is,' he said in a low voice, and turned to the door. Quick snatch at the handle, door open, and he was gone out into the wide world of the station, where business went on as usual for a Saturday afternoon, and a few looked at him as he went by, and cared not whether they ever saw him again.

Walking quickly to get away from it all, and within half a minute Joel Mulholland was outside in the mild but bleak midwinter. A hint of rain in the air and he pulled his jacket close to him.

Stopped and took a moment. Turned and looked back up at the old building and immediately started to think of Erin Proudfoot. And so, as he began to wander the streets aimlessly, contemplating his new life, he could do little but think of her and what she would be doing as he slid rapidly into the oblivion that awaited him.

On Córdoba's Sorry Fields

––––––––
The minibus travelled the slow roads of the Borders bereft of first, second and fourth gears, all of which had departed in a robust judder somewhere south of Peebles; so that every time they came to a tight bend, the driver could go no lower than third, and the bus shuddered round the corner in a series of vibrations and jerks, spilling drinks and causing general mayhem with elaborate hairstyles; while providing those women bedecked in tight underwear a little more pleasure than they'd otherwise anticipated.
The rain came down in great crashing torrents, and Bobby Ramsey leant forward and peered into the dead of night. Only seven thirty, as he headed towards the final short stretch of labyrinthine turns and convolutions, but it was black all around them. Occasionally a dark grey hill was evident against the night; a light in a farmhouse window set back from the road; and occasionally another vehicle passing them in the opposite direction, for no one was going where they were going.

Barney had sat in silence on the way south, staring dolefully at the sight of Arnie Medlock, making moves – he assumed he was making moves – on Katie Dillinger. He'd hoped to get the seat next to her, but he hadn't had the confidence to barge in and take control of the situation. And so he had dithered, Arnie had won the prime seat, and Barney had ended up next to Bobby Dear, the wealthy accountant type, from whom Barney had not heard a word.

So he had stewed in his own jealousy, attempting to hear above the roar of the diesel engine and the conversation of the others what was being said. Felt ridiculously like a spurned lover, even though he had no claim on this woman. Could imagine himself doing a variety of vicious things to Medlock, even though he had, until an hour ago, thought him to be a perfectly pleasant bloke. (As pleasant as a member of Murderer's Anonymous was likely to be.)

Barney did not see himself as one of the others; did not even consider the possibility that some of them might be as feckless as he himself.

He looked out at the rain and the passing hedges and walls and trees, beyond which the darkness held its secrets. He had been contemplating engaging Dear in conversation, but for all the mild-mannered-accountant demeanour to the man, he could recognise the killer's guise that lurked behind that kind face. Still, he had joined the group to talk to this kind of person, not to become embroiled in romance. That had been an entirely unexpected subsidiary element.

As the minibus lurched around another corner he could see and hear Dillinger laughing, then leaning towards Medlock and whispering something in his ear. Barney seethed. Felt that strange anger and discomfort that comes with envy and suspicion, and which had replaced his nervousness over the weekend's potential, and the foreboding brought on by the premonition of his own wake.

Barney bit the bullet.

'Nightmare weather,' he said, nodding. Looked at Bobby Dear to see if it had registered. Dear, only slowly, became aware that he was being addressed.

'Talking to me?' he said at last. A Piccadilly Scot by the sounds of it, thought Barney. Had heard tell of such creatures, but you didn't get many of them in Partick.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Nightmare weather.'

Bobby Dear stared at him. Had something of the comfortable, cardiganed Richard Briers about him. Except, of course, that these days Richard Briers is as likely to play a bad guy. So behind Dear's placid exterior lurked a heart of pure evil, thought Barney.

'You think this is bad?' said Dear. 'You should have seen it in the Falklands in '82. Makes this look like the desert. And we had the Argies shooting at us.'

'Soldier, eh?' said Barney. Sharp as a button.

'Commissioned, if you don't mind,' said Dear. 'Was a lieutenant-colonel in the Highland Fusiliers. Bloody murder that campaign, bloody murder.'

Said lieutenant like an American. Barney didn't notice. Already wishing he hadn't opened his mouth. Wondering at the Pandora's box he might just have opened up for himself. What if he got stuck with the bloke all weekend? Two complete days of old soldier's stories. Oh ... my ... God.

'What happened?' asked Barney. Knew from experience that you had to attempt to keep control of the conversation. Ask questions, try to take the talker in the direction in which you want him to go. What happened, he thought, mapping out the questions in his head, followed by How did you get here, and then What can you tell me about Katie, because he could talk about her all night.

'What do you mean, what happened? We won, you idiot. Kicked some Argie arse, boy. Didn't you watch the news?'

Barney felt stupid. 'So how did you get here, then?' he asked quickly, attempting to regain the control he'd lost by the previous question.

Bobby Dear breathed in deeply and Barney waited for another verbal assault. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Dillinger's mouth no more than an inch from Medlock's ear, lips moist, and he wished he could cut that ear off, violently and painfully.

The bus swerved around an unexpectedly tight corner; Billy Hamilton accidentally swayed into Annie Webster's lap, his hand brushed her thigh, and both received a quick pulse of excitement.

'Damn fool question,' said Dear, 'but I might as well give you an answer. Your lot are always too bloody thick to work these things out for yourselves. A bit mundane, I'm afraid, compared to some of these stories the others come out with. Reckon most of them are making it up, mind. Couple of these blokes have never killed anything other than time. That's what I think. And you yourself, I suppose, your story's pretty fantastic, if you are who you say, and half the things you read in the paper are true.'

'They're not.'

'Dandy. Glad to hear it. Thought it was a load of Argie's bollocks. Anyway, I met a girl in the seventies. Usual thing. Eyes like pools, voice like an angel, tits like the Himalaya and a plum duff sweeter than a toffee apple. Brains too, apparently, that's what they all said, though I never spotted them myself. You can lead a woman to water, but you can't make her think, that's what I always say. Anyway, married her, of course, because that's what you did back then. Nowadays they just screw 'em and spend the next eighteen years dodging the CSA. No, no, that wasn't for me. Did the right thing. Made an honest woman of her. Showed her a thing or two 'n' all, I reckon. No question. Showed her the world, yes indeed. Germany, Cyprus, even managed to get her down to Egypt for a month or two. Showed her the world.'

Barney's mouth dropped open a little. He could tell. He might possibly just have made the biggest mistake of his entire life. He had turned the key, and opened up this great sarcophagus of tedium, a momentous Ark of the Covenant of monotony, a humungous golden chest of dreary wonders. He could be here for days. He could be stuck listening to this bloke forever. He could die.

'Know what she did? I went off to fight for Queen and country. Didn't really agree with it myself, did I? I mean, it was that bloody woman engaging in flagrant electioneering, let's face it. Handed over Hong Kong easy enough, didn't she? I mean, who gives a stallion's bollocks about the bollocking Falklands, but off we went, poles up our arse, to fight for justice and all that bollocking nonsense. Anyway, while I was away fighting the evil horde, the bloody woman screws my best mate, Old Jock McAllister. The wife, I mean, not Thatcher. I get back and she tells me she's leaving me for the old soak. Pissed off, I don't mind telling you, I was pissed off.'

'So you killed them?'

'Bloody right, Barney Thomson, bloody right. Bullet in the back of the napper for them both. Deserved everything they got. Waited for the RMPs, and handed over my revolver. Wore my Union Jack boxers throughout, 'cause I did it for the Queen just as much as I shot all those bleeding Argies. And let me tell you, I shot a few of them.'

Barney's eyes had glazed over. Maybe this was it. Maybe this was why he'd had that grave sense of foreboding. Because he was going to be stuck for the rest of his life listening to this man. Could be he'd start inviting himself round for tea in the evenings; coming in for a haircut; coming along to the pub. God, Leyman would be cheesed off.

But the future had other things in store for Barney Thomson, and the minibus jumped and stalled and jolted to a halt. Dear stopped mid-flow, in the middle of a description of what he'd said to his wife as an explanation for her murder. Other conversations came to a premature end and a few tired or bored heads were lifted.

The minibus had stopped in a large driveway facing the house that would be their home for the following two nights, and each of them gazed with curiosity at what was betrayed to them by the headlight's beam.

Bloody hell, thought Barney. Just like Psycho, thought Morty Goldman. The Shining, thought Arnie Medlock. Must be murder to clean, thought Katie Dillinger. Fanny magnet, thought Billy Hamilton. Dracula! thought Fergus Flaherty. This must be worth a packet, thought Socrates McCartney. Good divisional HQ, thought Bobby Dear. Play Misty for Me, thought Annie Webster. Fucking scary, thought Sammy Gilchrist, you could murder somebody here. Going to be a lot of spiders, thought Ellie Winters.

'Big fucking house,' said Socrates McCartney, in awe.

And it was, it was a big house. Four storeys high, conical towers at each corner, high, sloping roof in the centre of the building. A massive wooden front door awaited them.

No one added to McCartney's reasonably accurate comment. What else was there to be said? And they each stared in wonder at this magnificent late-seventeenth-century monstrosity, stuck away in the heart of the Borders, buried behind hills and woods and the low mist that hung in the glen through almost half the hours of daylight.

Katie Dillinger swallowed, but she was impressed. They'd said on the phone that it was an imposing place. And she was glad there was a housekeeper and that they wouldn't have to clean up after themselves.

'Right,' she said, turning round; and despite his immediate trepidation at seeing this place, despite the vague feeling of association with his recurring dream, Barney's first thought was of relief that Dillinger was no longer talking to Arnie Medlock, that he might now be able to redress the balance. 'This is it. Grab your things and pile out. Make sure you don't leave anything 'cause Bobby isn't staying here with us.'

Bobby Ramsey glanced over his shoulder at the mention of the name, but the look said nothing. Bloody right I'm not staying here, he thought. Bloody right.

And so this motley crew, this testament to the ill effects of bad life choices, this Garibaldi of insouciance, this plethora of criminality, this belligerent bastardisation of immoderate human behaviour patterns, began to collect their belongings and troop off the bus. Barney faffed and prevaricated and let others go before him, in the hope that Bobby Dear would move on and latch on to some other poor sod.

He collected his bag and slid himself out of the bus, into the pouring rain, last of all. And they each scampered the short distance to the doorway and the great stone awning that protected the front of the house.

There were no lights on, there was no sign of life. Dillinger took the lead and let the huge brass knocker explode in sound upon the door; and the noise mingled with that of the rough diesel engine and Bobby the Bus Driver lurching into third gear and staggering away back up the drive. And with the bus went the only light that was available to them, and they were left alone in total darkness. And so Dillinger knocked again and they waited, the rain cascading all around them.

They felt the cold now, in the midst of this downpour; a few shivers racked bodies, a few glances were cast out into the dark of night. But these were murderers all, and there was little fear. Barney shivered too and looked at Dillinger, jacketless and cold. I could offer her my jacket, he thought. It would be cool, smooth, cavalier, errant and romantic. The act of a chevalier.

'Got stuck with old Bobby, I see,' said Socrates McCartney, talking softly in Barney's ear.

Barney turned.

'Sorry?'

'Stuck with old Bobby on the bus. See you made the mistake of talking to him.'

Barney nodded. Was about to excuse himself – although he suddenly felt self-conscious about his chivalrous act – when from nowhere Arnie Medlock swooped towards Dillinger, jacket outstretched, to the rescue; and received an affectionate touch of the arm in gratitude.

He who hesitates... Barney sighed – ever his lot – and turned to Socrates.

'Aye, well, you know,' was all he could be bothered saying.

'Bit of a boring bastard, eh?' said Socrates.

Barney smiled ruefully, but felt condemned to defend him, in the usual British manner.

'Don't know,' he said. 'Seemed all right to me. Interesting story, fighting in the Falklands and all that.'

'That what he told you?'

Here we go, thought Barney. Out of my depth again.

'Bollocks, was it?' said Barney, in a world-weary way. Why did he always end up with the nutters? Of course, if you're going to join a murderers anonymous group, what do you expect?

'Total,' said Socrates, as finally the great wooden door swung open, and a small, neatly dressed woman waited to greet them. 'Murdered a family of seven in Ayr 'cause they wouldn't let him use their phone after his car broke down outside their house.'

'Ah,' said Barney. 'That sounds more like it.'

'Works in Edinburgh with some big stock market mob. Lives in Bearsden. Rich, posh bastard. Serial liar, though, that's his problem. Give you another story tomorrow, soon as look at you. He was in South America, mind you. Argentina '78, with the rest of the sad bastards who thought we were going to win the World Cup. That's what really turned him into a headcase. Tragic, so it was.'

And with that, the further education of Barney having been promulgated, Socrates lifted his bag over his shoulder and marched after the others into the house. And Barney stood on the periphery of the pouring rain, the last of the crew, and wondered what on earth he'd been thinking.

Back in the minibus, Bobby Ramsey slowed as he reached the end of the drive and the turning back out onto the main road. He was surprised to see a car now sitting opposite the exit, a lone figure inside staring back past him at the house. But he couldn't have cared less as he shuddered away up the road, and had forgotten about the car almost before he'd come to the next turning.

Inside the car sat Detective Sergeant Crammond, who, with a slight smile, lifted his phone and dialled the station. The smile grew with the ring.

'DS Proudfoot,' said the voice. Bored. Reading Jade Weapon probably, thought Crammond.

'Erin,' he said, 'just phoning up to completely ruin your weekend, mate.'

Barney Sings The Greens

––––––––
'Aluminium-free deodorant. I mean, have you ever heard of such pish? Aluminium-free deodorant. That's what they're selling these days. I mean, who the fuck knew there even was aluminium in deodorant? Did you? Did you know there was aluminium in deodorant?'
Barney suddenly realised he'd had a question fired at him and turned slowly to Socrates.

'Sorry?' he said. 'Oh, deodorant. No, no, I didn't. Maybe they mean the can.'

Socrates McCartney speared a piece of deep-fried scampi, which had been relaxing on a divan of lettuce, then waved his knife in Barney's direction.

'The can? Here, I hadn't thought of that. So you mean there's no can? It's deodorant in a bag? How would that work?'

Barney was distracted. He was in a good news/bad news situation. They were at dinner and he had managed not to be sitting next to the psychotic Bobby Dear. That was the good news. Unfortunately, he was at the other end of the table from Katie Dillinger, who was once again receiving the close attentions of Arnie Medlock.

The man was a smooth-talking bastard and Barney didn't stand a chance against him. Unless he was to kill him, of course. That'd make all the difference. And when the police showed up, there would be no end of suspects. Barney could be in the clear.

'Don't know,' he said absent-mindedly, toying with a piece of scampi himself. Had never really liked scampi, Barney Thomson. More of a crab man.

'Maybe,' said Socrates, 'you like get your bag, bung it in the oven for a couple of minutes to warm the deodorant up, stick it under your arm, then let the air out and it all drifts up to your pits. What d'you reckon?'

'Sounds possible,' said Barney.

'It's just pish, though, i'n't it?' said Socrates. 'It's everything these days. You can't drink coffee or eat butter, you can't lie under a sunbed, you can't even let your weans watch Tom and fucking Jerry, for God's sake. Supposed to be too violent. I mean, what a load of pish that is. I've been watching Tom and Jerry since I was three, didn't do me any harm. It wasn't like I ever thought you could stick a frying pan down somebody's gullet and think they'd be all right two seconds later.'

Barney gave him an awkward sideways glance. 'You did murder three people, though,' he said.

Socrates polished off the remainder of his starter and took a satisfyingly large swallow of cheap Bulgarian white. Dry, with a gravelly texture, lemony overtones, fruity underbelly, a long nose and a rare skin condition.

'Suppose you've got a point,' he said. 'Anyway, I always thought that wee Jerry was a pain in the arse, myself. Vicious little bastard. Vicious.'

They were arranged around the table for maximum effect, with regards to the situation of eight men and only three women. Arnie Medlock had free range at Dillinger, with Barney left to stew in his jealousy and pent-up testosterone more than three seats away. Annie Webster had Sammy Gilchrist on one side and Billy Hamilton on the other, and was constantly being dragged between the two. And just to keep them both on edge, she continually sent enticing looks the way of the legendary Barney Thomson – who had so far completely failed to notice. He had caught her eye once, but he'd thought she'd been having trapped-wind trouble. Meanwhile, Ellie Winters was surrounded by Bobby Dear, Fergus Flaherty and Morty Goldman, all of whom were vying for her attention; although Goldman was only doing it in a strange, silent, non-interactive kind of way. They all supposed themselves in with a chance, and despite Winters' general dislike of the opposite sex, fifteen glasses of wine and she could be anyone's. Of the assembled company only Socrates was uninterested. Or perhaps just playing it cool.

The dining room was hung with huge pictures of boring men in red riding jackets and austere women with that I've been standing here for fifteen hours in this enormous dress; I'm starving, I'm dying for a pee, I could kill for a Marlboro Light, and I can't wait to be emancipated look on their faces. The cornices had been carved by master craftsmen of old – craftsmen for whom angels sang and elves wove spells of necromancy and magic, and who had been smoking large quantities of drugs. The sideboard was bedecked with crystal and silver, the dining table was large and opulent, the drapes thick velvet, the fireplace sixteenth-century Venetian; a chandelier hung above the table, lights sparkling in opalescence. A Christmas tree, decorated as if by Cary Grant in The Bishop's Wife, shone in the corner.

'Fucking flash gaffe this, i'n't it?' said Socrates, for he was a man who needed conversation.

'Aye,' said Barney after a while, the question again taking its time to penetrate.

'You seem distracted, mate,' said Socrates.

Barney nodded and pushed the remainder of his starter away from him. Arnie Medlock was on the verge of success. He could tell. The two of them were almost smooching. If they started that up, Barney might as well go home; a walk to the nearest bus station, however far it was in the pouring rain, and he could be gone. No problem.

'Fancy our Katie, do you?' said Socrates, following the doleful look of Barney across the great expanse of the table to the far side of the room. Barney was no longer one for bullshit and lies. Not after all he'd been through.

'Aye,' he said. 'I do.'

'Well go for it, then, Big Man.'

Barney turned to look at Socrates, gestured up the table at the two of them, Dillinger whispering some seeming affection in Medlock's ear, and shrugged his shoulders.

'Ach, don't you worry about that, Big Man,' said Socrates. 'Medlock's full of shite. Always makes his move every year, never gets anywhere. Reckon Katie's a lesbo myself, which doesn't do you much good either, but at least Medlock won't be feasting on her the night, know what I mean? So I think you just ought to charge in there and take control. You're a hard bastard, mate, are you no'? I've read all about you in the papers.'

Barney gave him a sideways glance. If only he'd known. But then maybe he'd get more respect from these people if they believed all that nonsense.

'What about Medlock?' he said. 'What's he doing here?'

Socrates snorted into his wineglass.

'That big poof? Shagged a couple of farmer birds, their blokes came after him, and he did the business. Cut one of the guy's testicles off, then left the bloke bound and gagged in some deserted house in a scheme on the edge of Springburn. Couple of council workers found him six months later. Arnie had stemmed the flow of the guy's blood from his gonads, so he died of starvation or some shite like yon.' Barney swallowed. 'And he just clean chopped the other guy's head off with an axe. He'd just been watching Highlander apparently, so he was into all that decapitation stuff. Then he mashed up the bastard's body and fed it to the pigs.'

Barney swallowed again.

'And how long'd he get?'

Socrates finished off his wine and reached once more for the carafe.

'Arnie? Bastard's never been caught. Who knows how many more he's killed? So I'd watch him, I suppose, but I still reckon he's a total poof.'

'Oh,' said Barney.

The large wooden door leading towards the kitchen swung open, and Miss Berlin, housekeeper to the weird and dishonest, entered slowly, ready to clear away the plates.

A brief description: short, strong, old, grey hair, bespectacled, could crush a man's bollocks with a snap of her fingers. In her younger days she'd used to lift whole cattle and put them into the back of lorries. A hardy country gal, with the strength of ten men; hairy armpits and terribly robust underwear.

The chatter and laughter continued as she cleared away the remnants of the scampi à la lettuce. Men hitting on women; women being coy with men; men pretending not to hit on women; women pretending not to notice that men were hitting on them; men pretending that women were hitting on them and not the other way about; women attempting to hit on men in a passive-aggressive, non-sexual, fudged-outlines kind of a way; men looking on in seething jealousy and impotence as bastards like Arnie Medlock stole their women. The usual roundabout of a Saturday night cattle market. Miss Berlin had seen it all before, and knew that inevitably it would end in tears. Or even murder.

Socrates quickly downed his third glass of wine as he surveyed the scene. A new man since he'd got his murderous past off his chest. Relaxed, confident, more chilled than a '93 Australian sauvignon blanc which has been in the fridge for a fortnight.

'Might have a go at one of the chicks myself tonight. You never know, eh? I'll leave Katie to you, mind you, if you're going to get wellied in there. You are going to have a go, right?'

The big question. When it came to it, the biggest question of all. Love was involved.

'Are you finished?'

Barney looked up at the clipped tones of Hertha Berlin. Voice like a skelped buttock, she waited with a handful of plates. Tone of voice which meant that what she said actually translated as, 'So you hated my food, then, did you, you bastard? Well, I'm coming into your room in the middle of the night to either garrotte you with my nose hair or disembowel you thoroughly with a blunt instrument'.

Barney swallowed.

'Aye,' he said. 'Finished.'

The new, improved, low-cal, sodium-extracted, warp-enhanced, plutonium-enriched, caffeine-inhibited, aluminium-free Barney Thomson was still intimidated by a strong woman, and in part he wilted. But she rudely lifted his plate from in front of him and was gone in a whirr of legs, plates, arms and a long-since-faded blue rinse.

'What about the old bird?' said Socrates, smiling and leaning towards him. 'Would you shag that?'

Barney screwed up his face. To tell the truth, such was his infatuation with Katie Dillinger, should Madeleine Stowe have walked in, fettered  by neither clothing nor morals (nor taste), he would pass her on to the next poor sap.

He was about to attest to the negative when he saw the inevitable unfold across the table. The horror, oh! the horror, he thought, becoming frighteningly, pretentiously poetical.

It almost happened in slow motion. There was laughter, there was arm-touching, there was an obvious connection. The words of Socrates McCartney had meant nothing to Barney. He'd known there was something between Dillinger and Medlock; and now, as if watching a slow-motion replay on Match of the Day, analysed from twenty different angles by Alan Hansen, it unfolded before him in frightening detail. The laugh, the grin, then the lasting smile, the touch of the arm, the lean forward, and then the soft kiss on the side of the cheek. And not Medlock kissing Dillinger, for that could be almost acceptable. It was her, the Desdemona, the harlot, the siren of enticement, who leant forward and planted her soft red lips onto Medlock's cheek, and then left them there for that second or two longer than was normally required by Chapter 5, Paragraph 3, Sections 5a to g of the Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions Official Charter on Cheek Kissing.

Barney felt it as sure as if it was his cheek that was being kissed, or his cheek that was being crushed to a pulp with a battering ram, along with his heart. His mouth closed, his eyes half shut, his shoulders wilted, and the potential of the weekend died like an animal downed by a sniper. He might as well go home. And first thing tomorrow morning, that was exactly what he was going to do.

Socrates saw it too, and rested his hand quietly on Barney's shoulder.

'Too bad, mate,' he said. 'Too bad.' Barney did not respond, for what was there to say? 'Looks like he's going to get his fill of her, no mistake,' said Socrates, continuing. Barney stared into the mire. 'Yep, he's going to be up to his armpits in that baby tonight. Goes like a tank, apparently, that's what all the other guys who've shagged her say. Old Arnie's going to be pumping away like a piston for most of the night.'

His words began to penetrate. Barney gave him a look.

'Lucky, lucky, lucky,' said Socrates. 'Yesiree. It's all-night action for Arnie. The old studster's hitting the back of the net, no question. The Big Man is in there, pure in there. Shag-a-roonie. She'll be lying on her back when he comes,' he added, beginning to break into song.

Barney breathed deeply and sat back in his chair. The laughter continued; Dillinger held on to Medlock's arm with ever greater tenderness. Barney eyed Miss Berlin and decided that he just wasn't desperate enough. It was Dillinger he'd wanted, but now Medlock was firmly in his way.

I could kill him, he thought. Fucking kill him. And with his jealousy and his seething resentment, he meant it. Absolutely, he meant it.

'Lucky, lucky, lucky,' said Socrates. 'Lucky guy.'

Punch Drunk

––––––––
It was one of those days when it seemed the whole world was on the streets. It was hot, so that your shirt stuck to your chest and your armpits smelled like they'd been napalmed.
But not Jade Weapon's armpits. They were smooth, delicious and fragrant, and smelled of sex.

'Who's she shagging this time?'

Proudfoot looked over the top of the book. Mulholland looked tired; older, she realised suddenly, than when they'd first started working together the previous year. Hadn't really noticed in the last couple of days. Lines on the face; not yet any grey hairs, but all in the eyes. They had seen too much. And in that moment, it also occurred to her that she saw the same thing when she looked in the mirror. They had both seen enough misery and death to fill anyone's boots, and unquestionably it was time to get out before they saw any more.

A blinding flash of light, but perhaps it'd lead to nothing. She'd never just acted on these things. Usually blinding flashes of light were gone when you woke up the next morning.

'Oh, everyone,' she said.

Mulholland smiled. Wearily; time to go.

'Where've you been?' she asked. Nearly two hours since she'd received the call from Crammond, and she'd spent the time concocting the stories she would use to explain why she was so late. Flat tyre, called out to something by the chief, couldn't be bothered, dum-de-dum...

'Just walking,' he said.

'In Maryhill?'

'Way beyond. Ended up at the university. Walked through the grounds, the tree-lined avenues. Past all those prepubescent students. Some of them looked about seven, for God's sake. And they're all holding hands and snogging and practically having sex and smoking God knows what.'

'You're getting old,' she said.

He laughed and shook his head. A sad, resigned movement. Resigned; that was appropriate.

'Aye, I suppose.'

They looked at each other. Tired eyes, and they recognised the look they shared. A few days of indifference having followed several months of loathing and ignoring. But now even indifference seemed pointless.

He shrugged his shoulders again. Maybe they could have been something, he thought, but there was no point now. Not with all the baggage they'd carry around with them.

'I'm off,' he said.

'Where to?'

'Back up north, I suppose. Do a spot of fishing.'

'Right. You're off off?'

What was that feeling that had just stabbed at her unfeeling soul?

'Aye. McMenemy ripped me to shreds, so I told him to fuck off. And I resigned, so I won't be going to the plods up there either.'

'I heard a few of them talk about it, but I wasn't sure whether it was true.'

He smiled.

'It was a dream. You know how you go through life thinking that someone or other higher up the food chain is an idiot, and you always think it'd be nice to be able to tell them? Everybody thinks it; everybody wants to do it, but no one ever does, 'cause you know you're going to get the push. You just can't do it.'

She smiled broadly, nodding. Absolutely right. She'd even wanted to tell Mulholland that, while wanting to sleep with him at the same time.

'But you did ...'

'It was beautiful. I just went for it. Threw it all at him. Mostly just said the word fuck at him for a couple of minutes, but I managed to get in the odd insult as well. I shall take it to my grave.'

A genuine smile broadened across his face. The glory of release, of being free of what had ailed him for years; combined with the temporary insanity of not caring what came next.

'You should smile more often,' said Proudfoot, suddenly; and his smile lessened but did not die. She shook her head to cover up the intimacy of the remark, quickly changed the subject. 'What are you going to do now, then? Just fishing?'

He stared at her for a few seconds, lost in the thought, then shrugged.

'I suppose. Not sure really. I'll do that for a while, then who knows? It's not really a job, fishing, is it? I'll be all right for a bit, then I can start panicking when I run out of money.'

'Aye.'

And there the conversation ended. A lot more to say, no words to say it in. In his harmless way, Barney Thomson had taken another couple of victims, but life is like that. It gives, it takes away. It leaves broken promises and broken hearts in its wake.

Something like that.

Another shrug from Mulholland. Time to go and break all ties with the past, regardless of how painful the break might be.

'Got to go. Get up there tonight, be up early for the fishing tomorrow.'

She stared at him; her eyes drifted to the floor.

'Right,' she said. 'See you.'

'Aye.'

He stood and looked at her. She lifted her eyes and looked back. Jade Weapon rested uneasily in her fingers. What would Jade do? Apart from shag him and kill him? So much crap had gone before, yet still they were fettered by convention and discomfort.

He turned to go. The Jade Weapon inherent in Proudfoot emerged.

'Why don't you come with me tonight?' she said; instant butterflies, dry throat.

He stopped, slowly turned back to her.

'Are you going anywhere interesting?'

'Down to the Borders. This woman I've been following for the last few months. Apparently she's gone away for the weekend. Crammond called me a couple of hours ago to come and take over, so I really ought to be going.'

'A couple of hours ago?'

She smiled and shrugged. Hair moved across her face. Lips red. Mulholland stared into the depths of the old familiar gold mine.

'Well,' she said, 'the guy's an idiot.'

Mulholland laughed again. Softly. Thoughts of going away for the night with Proudfoot charging around his head. And longer than the night, perhaps. With the sudden release and freedom had come revelation. Hadn't he just been thinking about this for the last four hours, wandering the avenues and cloisters of the university? Spending time with Proudfoot. Spending his entire life with Proudfoot.

'So what about it?' she said, feeling more confident at the absence of an instant refusal. 'Bound to be fishing down there.'

Mulholland let his thoughts untangle. 'Aye, all right,' he said at last. 'Why not?'

Proudfoot stood up and lifted her coat from her chair.

'Your enthusiasm has me soaking,' she said.

'Good thing you've got your jacket.'

Proudfoot lifted Jade Weapon, threw her arms into her coat and followed Mulholland from the office. A few remaining desk officers watched them go – the office was already buzzing with Mulholland's soon-to-be-legendary denunciation of McMenemy – then the door was closed behind them and they were gone.

*** 

Sitting in Mulholland's car much later, heading south on the concrete part of the M74, left turn at Moffat. Not much to be said between them, neither worrying about the impetuosity and inevitability of what they were doing – throwing themselves once more into the heart of a relationship. The rain swept across the hills and lashed the motorway; artics flew by in the outside lane, travelling too fast and throwing gallons of spray into the air. Old Fiestas trundled down the inside lane doing less than forty. Cars with full beam flashed by in the opposite direction. Services promising expensive petrol and all-night accommodation flashed by on their left. A silence grew between them, yet it was not awkward in nature. Proudfoot dozed, pondering the do's and don'ts of making a certain dramatic move. Mulholland listened to Middle Elvis, volume low, and barely audible above the concrete. Guitar Man. Quitting your job and heading off into the unknown. It was all there. Chucking in your life, walking away, and hoping you're lucky enough to find a four-piece band somewhere looking for a guitar player.

'So this is it,' he said to break the silence, without remotely intending seriousness. 'You and me back on. Is that what we're talking here?'

She stirred and stared into the darkness, and wondered why Elvis didn't just tell the Colonel to go stuff himself.

'What do you think?' she said as an answer.

He shrugged in the dark.

'Don't know. I mean, I was in love with you before. You were a pain in the arse, and I hated the way you ate cornflakes. And if I'd had to listen to At My Most Beautiful one more bloody time, I would have stuck the CD player in the bin. And you do talk some amount of utter pish. But you know, I thought I was in love, and I haven't stopped thinking about you since God knows when, so, well, I don't know.' Ran out of things to say. Being too honest. Not sure where his tongue was going to take him. 'Your turn,' he said, to get out of it.

She nodded. Had forgotten in the muddle if she'd listened to REM as much as she had just to annoy him. And she hated cornflakes.

This was it. Chance to throw in there the thing that she had been honestly waiting for him to say six months before. No reason why she couldn't say it herself.

'We could get married,' she said, taking the plunge.

But then, why not? That's what you do when you're in love. She loved him, no question. It was the equal and opposites thing. To hate someone as much as she'd hated him, she must have loved him as well.

He laughed; bit of an ugly laugh.

'Married?'

'Aye.'

'Why would we want to do that?' he said.

'Don't know,' she said. 'Something to do.'

'Bit of a crap reason to get married, Officer. You've got to get to know each other, spend more time together, understand one another, all that stuff. You need all of that.'

She shrugged sleepily. 'I know you perfectly. You're an unemployed, miserable, grumpy bastard. What else is there to know? We've spent plenty of time together, we've both been traumatised by the same thing, so we understand one another. And we've slept together so we know we're compatible in that respect. What else is there? And we were talking about it six months ago and for a night it seemed like a good idea. You just buggered off and blew it out the water. So what if it's taking a bit of a chance? Let's face it, you tried it the right way with your wife and it was rubbish. By all accounts.'

A well-constructed argument.

Mulholland nodded. 'Aye, well, I suppose you might have a point.'

She rested her head against the seat belt, attempting to make herself comfortable enough for sleep. Closed her eyes.

'That's settled, then. We are going to the Borders after all, so we can nip along to Gretna.' She yawned at her own suggestion. Sleep would soon come.

'Settled, then,' he said. And stared ahead into the spray from a passing fuel tanker and immediately started to think of something else.

And on they drove into the night, while Crammond stewed. Not knowing the danger that would come from this chance decision. For how is anyone to know the future?

Unless you are Barney Thomson, and the future comes to you in dreams.

Into The River Of Night Where The Waters Run Cold

––––––––
The post-dinner period on the first of two nights for the Murderers Anonymous group Christmas weekend. A time for checking out the opposition, and perhaps laying the foundations for a more fruitful night the following evening.
The men were in splinter groups, eyeing up their romantic adversaries, eyeing up the women. The three women were grouped around a table in the corner of the large billiards room, downing copious amounts of wine, and laughing louder and longer as the evening drifted into Sunday morning.

Arnie Medlock had been at the snooker table since just after dinner, taking on all comers and beating each of them by a mile. Excellent safety shots, good long potter, comfortable around the cushions. Only a hesitancy with the rest and an uneasiness with regulation pots into the centre pockets had prevented him from making it as a pro. That, and a tendency to insert a snooker cue into the anal passage of anyone who beat him. The pros just don't go in for that kind of thing. Any more.

Socrates sat with Fergus Flaherty and Billy Hamilton, the latter two discussing their chances with Ellie Winters and Annie Webster respectively. As did Sammy Gilchrist and Morty Goldman, united by a desire to infiltrate the bedclothes of a different woman. Morty was unimpressed by Sammy Gilchrist, however; extremely unimpressed. Morty was beginning to think certain things.

Bobby Dear was the current victim lying down to Medlock on the snooker table, and all the while Barney sat alone. As was his wont.

His mind was involved in the normal male pursuit of wondering how he was going to manage to get a woman into his bed; and equally contemplating the usual male likelihood of total failure. He didn't stand a chance of moving ahead of Arnie Medlock. The guy was smooth, funny, built like a 747 and used the snooker cue as if it was an extension of his penis.

All evening he had been casting smiles and winks the way of Dillinger from the table, as he brushed aside the opposition; and every time she had met his eye and coyly smiled back. And not once had she looked the way of Barney, and he felt quite out of place. He was here to befriend and bed Katie Dillinger, and he had as much chance of it as he did of running naked through a vat of molten steel and coming out with all his chest hair intact.

He ought to pack up his troubles, go to bed, then make a move first thing in the morning. He belonged back in his studio flat in Greenock, or sitting with Leyman in the pub. A lonely Christmas, and then back to work and he could slide easily into his box and stay there till he died.

Romance wasn't for men like Barney Thomson. Never had been, never would be. Loneliness, unhappiness and cold fish suppers on windblown promenades, that was his lot in life.

It was his place to give other men the haircuts that helped them go out and get women. He was a giver. A provider. He was a slave to the demands of others; the polemic that drove the male soul. He was Kirk Douglas in Spartacus. He was Geordi La Forge in Roots. He was the downtrodden, the browbeaten, the subjugated, the depressed and the demoralised. He was India before independence. He was Russia under Stalin. He was thinking such a load of pish.

Time for bed; and to get away from this torture.

He rose slowly, wandered around to the small group. Might as well say goodnight to the instrument of his torment. Glanced at the old clock on the even older mantelshelf. Almost one o'clock. He had suffered this agony for nearly four hours since dinner. Time to put himself out of his misery, because no one else was showing any sign of leaving. This could turn out to be a very long night, and it was the last place he wanted to be.

'I'm off, then,' he said, standing above the select group of three women. 'Feeling a bit tired, you know.'

They looked up at him, mid-giggle. Drunk, all three.

'Barney!' said Dillinger. 'Don't be daft. We're just getting going. Why don't you stay?'

This plea was accompanied by the requisite giggle from Winters.

Barney hesitated; but he was not stupid. He could tell the discolouring effects of alcohol from several yards off. He would have loved her to mean it, but he was not seventeen. He knew that to stay was just to subject himself to more torture.

'It's all right, I'll just go to bed, thanks. It's late.'

He ignored the giggling Winters; smiled at Dillinger. A resigned I would've liked to have slept with you but I know I can't compete with Arnie Medlock, so I'll just go to bed myself and leave you to it smile. And suddenly Dillinger looked a little more serious and returned the smile. A compassionate if you're sure you have to go to bed then OK, but really I understand, because frankly, Barney, even though I think you're a nice enough bloke, I wouldn't touch you with a stick, you've got to understand that, and besides, Arnie's hung like a donkey smile.

He departed. Caught Arnie Medlock's eye on the way out, and did his best to return the goodnight. Closed the door behind him, and now he was alone in the great hallway of the house. Sudden quiet, the chatter distant. Grand stairs leading away to his right; enormous paintings hung randomly – a harvest table, laden with food; two wild dogs feasting on a felled sheep; a large faded port scene, with acres of greeny-blue water and few boats. And he climbed the stairs. Faded red carpet with brown pattern.

Arnie was a nice enough bloke, he could see that. It was just jealousy playing its demonic part which was turning him against the man. But truth be told, none of these people were for him, and this group was not for him. It was time for him to go the way of the other two Barney Thomsons they'd had that year and move quietly on.

A floorboard creaked beneath his feet and he shivered at the sound. And from the shiver, induced by a sound of his own making, he suddenly got the sensation of where he was, with whom he was. In a large, old, creepy house, where everyone was a murderer.

He swivelled quickly, and did not know where it came from, but suddenly the vision of the old church was in front of him. Silence but for the wind. The cleric on his knees. The one-eyed, bloodied sheep. The hand at his shoulder. Cold. A touch running along his back.

He turned hurriedly, looked back up the stairs. Straight into the eyes of an old painting; a maid, high white collar, hands folded in her lap, on a rocking chair. It seemed to move.

The vision of the church was gone, and once again he could hear the sounds of chatter and laughter from the billiards room. He started to climb the stairs again, past the old maid, who watched him go. It was dark at the top, and he still had to get to the second floor.

He wondered if the old housekeeper slept up here, or if there were old-fashioned servants' quarters down below.

Stopped as he reached the top of the stairs and stood on the first-floor hallway. Looked along the long passageway, the ends of it disappearing into darkness. Not sure who was sleeping where, but knew that Dillinger was on his floor.

And so what about that?

He shivered again, and started to make his way to the second floor. Looked up, and could see nothing at the top. A tentative climb, past pictures of stern figures in seventeenth-century dress. Hunters and officers and ladies with their hands neatly folded in front of them. They watched him go.

A floorboard creaked. Not from Barney's foot. He stopped at the halfway point; swallowed and did not breathe. Waiting for another sound; his heart thumped. He waited for it to come again. His eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, and he could see into corners. Ornaments on tables. Old carvings and faces of evil.

Another sound, this time a definite movement from below. A swish of a footstep along a carpet. Then nothing. He had to exhale, drew another breath

Looked behind him, but he was sure that no one had followed him out. And the sound had come from along the corridor. Probably the old housekeeper. Going to the bathroom. Something like that.

The unknown. That was something to be afraid of. That was what the customer in the shop had said, and he'd been right. Barney climbed the stairs to the next level, determined now not to look back. That was the classic fault they always made in films. Walking one way, looking behind them, and when they turned, thwack, they had a serial killer in the face, and they were Shreddies.

He arrived at his floor; the stairs leading farther on to a horribly dark third floor. Now definitely aware that there was someone below. He could feel it and the sensation was growing. As in his dream. The sure knowledge that something is behind you. He looked along the dark corridor of the second floor. His room right at the end.

He needed to go to the bathroom first, but he just wanted to get into his room, turn the light on and lock the door.

Another noise from down below, another sliver of sound, and this time he was drawn to look. Nothing. The dead eyes of ancestors looked mournfully up at him and wondered at his concern. He turned back, half expecting to find a killer in front of him. The passageway extended before him, sullen and menacing.

Eyes ever more accustomed, he set out. Past old, warped mirrors, into which he dared not look. Paintings of battles at sea and horses on the hoof; men at arms and women with their hands folded neatly in their laps. The sensation of someone at his shoulder - which had gone with the quick look round - now returned and began to follow him along the corridor. Head down, he dared not look back. Imagination running riot. Saw no demons behind him; just killers and their contorted faces and their knives.

Couldn't tell what he was running from. Substance or imagination? He had faced killers, he had seen some horrible things. But this was real evil he imagined; the evil of his dreams.

And now the noise behind him was constant, a shuffling along the old carpet. Barney walked past paintings of angels, past an old ottoman, past a straight-backed chair, in which someone must have sat long ago, the cover worn.

He waited for his name to be spoken. To find out the truth of it; one of the others toying with him, a demon, or something worse. A shuffle, footsteps on the carpet, thought he could hear breathing. Key already in his hand, regretting that he'd locked the door. Heart hammering, head muddled, stomach gripped, almost in a run. Got to the door, started to hum some bizarre tune to cover up the sound. Brazil. Key fuddled in the lock. Daaaaaah, dee-dah-dee-dah-dee-dah-dee-daaaaaah.

The noise from behind stopped. The key clicked in the lock. Not for a second did he think to look round, and he was in the room. Light on, the door slammed shut, the key fumbled back into the lock and turned. A brief moment of exhausted exhalation, then a look around the room to see what lay in wait for him. Another classic of the movies.

And the room dully stared back at him, the centre light dimmed by the dusty cotton shade. Pale pink, ornate bedspread, dull paintings of animals and men at supper on the walls.

He could still feel it outside. Something. A presence. He backed away from the door into the centre of the room, then looked around, found the wall lights, and went around the room putting them all on. As much light as possible. Imagination still running riot, feasting on his uncertainty and renewed lack of confidence.

It was waiting for him. Something out there; something malevolent. Something even worse than the roomful of killers downstairs.

He checked under the bed, then took the large comfy chair and moved it into the centre of the room, from where he could see the door and the window. And into this he sank, wide awake, regretting that he had ever come here; but for the first time in several hours, not obsessing on Katie Dillinger.

For there was something else to think about. Something strange, something evil.

The Sixth Bottle

––––––––
'I bet your house is crap anyway.'
Mulholland looked around at Proudfoot's red lips, before allowing his gaze to drift down to her breasts. Suffering from the effects of an on-going eleven cups of wine. A light, fruity Australian; exuberant, polished, friendly and clean-shaven, with a hint of strawberry and subtle undertones of kerosene and the fourth series of Blackadder. Proudfoot was only marginally behind, as she downed her ninth cup, and filled it up again with the remainder of their fifth bottle. Enjoying the attentions of his eyes; wondering vaguely what would happen next, when knowing full well that neither of them was so much as capable of removing their clothes.

Three o'clock in the morning. Sitting in a cold car outside the seventeenth-century mansion that was home for the weekend to the Murderers Anonymous Bearsden chapter. They had stopped off in Jedburgh for some supplies on the way in, just to take longer and to annoy Crammond even more. (Crammond's annoyance ameliorated by the presence of a DCI.) All that had been open was an off-licence. Mulholland hadn't been able to decide whether to buy one or two bottles of wine, so had bought five.

And so they sat outside the house in the middle of the night. Would have been as well finding a B&B, but both avoided making the suggestion. Hardly likely that Annie Webster would be going anywhere now; and if she had, neither of them would have been in any state to drive after her.

'We could always have movie sex,' said Proudfoot, before Mulholland's fudged brain could get round to objecting to the previous remark.

'Sex?' he said. 'What?'

She took another long draw from the cup. The wine, she had to admit, had been tasting bitter these last few cups, but somehow, at three o'clock in the morning, it didn't seem to matter.

'I was just sitting here thinking, well, I'm feeling quite horny and you're looking at my breasts.'

'I'm not looking at your breasts.'

'You're looking at my breasts.'

'I am not!'

'You are absolutely looking at my breasts. Look, you're doing it now.'

'No way!' he said, gesturing wildly, looking at her breasts.

'Sure you are. Anyway, I was just thinking, I could do with a shag. But then I thought, bugger it, look at the state of us, we couldn't even get our clothes off, never mind manoeuvre into the back seat, never mind actually, you know, fuck.' A pause. Mulholland looked at her in that distractedly perplexed way of the utterly pissed. 'See what I mean?' she said.

'Haven't a clue what you're talking about.'

'Movie sex. You know in movies when they're in a fully-clothed clinch, and then the next thing you know, boom!, they're shagging. No one's taken any clothes off, there's been no fumbling around to find the right hole, 'cause you know, we've got seven or eight of them down there. It's just straight in there and off they go.'

'What?'

'Movie sex. And it's worse at the end. When do you ever see someone go to the bathroom after movie sex? They just roll apart and nod off, or both immediately pull their clothes on. What's going on? Either the guy's got a dripping condom to get shot of, or the bird's got a pint of the stuff cascading down her thigh. See what I mean?'

'I haven't the faintest idea what you're talking about,' he said, reaching for the empty bottle and tipping the last few drops into his cup. 'But I do get the impression you're being a bit vulgar. You must be drunk.'

'So are you. Which is why we can't have real sex.'

'I'm not looking at your breasts.'

'I didn't even mention my breasts.'

'Anyway,' he said, last of the wine into his mouth, 'you're getting away from the main issue, which is that you're trying to change me already. It was inevitable.'

'What?'

Proudfoot started looking around the back seat for the sixth bottle, which she'd been sure Mulholland had mentioned, but which she'd never actually seen.

'That remark about the house,' he said. 'I bet it's a crap house. We only decided to get married two minutes ago and already you want to change my way of life. It was itterly unevitable.'

'You're definitely pissed.'

'Whatever,' he said, waving an explanatory hand. 'You're all the same, you birds. Get your hook into a bloke and you're off. Change that, change the next thing. Get a new house, ditch all your mates, can't go to the pub any more, get a nose job, start wearing different clothes, don't like your motor, disown your relatives, change your job, don't shave so often, you're not shaving often enough, blah-de-blah-de-blah-de-blah. Change this, change that, watching too much footie on the telly. You're all the same. Bloody bastards. Go to the toilet, get the shopping, do fucking the next thing.'

'And you're not bitter about your divorce?'

'Lose weight, clean the motor out more often, don't drive so fast, can't go fishing any more, on and on and on and on and on. You're all the same.'

She turned her back on him, and leant further into the back seat area, searching among the empties for the sixth bottle.

'What're you doing?'

'Looking for the sixth bottle,' she snapped back at the tone.

'There is no sixth bottle.'

'You said you bought six!'

He held his hands out.

'See? See what I mean? Now you're even changing what I said in the past. You're Stalin. Simple as that.'

'Oh, shut up,' she said. She turned back and slumped down into the seat. Pulled her jacket more tightly around her. 'You don't half talk some amount of shite, you.'

'I won't stand for this,' he said, sitting where he was, numb from the waist down. And up.

'Look, why would I change you?' she said. 'You don't have any mates to give up, your family are all dead, you're way too ugly for a nose job to make any difference, you don't have a TV, and I don't give a toss about all that other stuff. So shut up and stop talking shite.'

He stared through the darkness and the intoxicating effects of two and a half litres of wine.

'Fuck,' he said, before attempting to get another microlitre of fluid from the cup. 'You must really love me.'

She shook her head and yawned. Suddenly felt very tired and very drunk. Late at night, surrounded by empty bottles, and cold and darkness. The burst of energy in search of the mythical sixth bottle having completely drained her.

'Like I said, you're full of shite,' she said.

'And you've got brilliant tits. Can I get a shot of them some time?'

The words 'I don't think they'd fit you' had not quite escaped her mouth and Mulholland had collapsed into a heap on the steering wheel. She smiled at something, although she wouldn't have been able to explain what, then reached out and touched his hair. Laid her arm on the dashboard, rested her head upon it, and within ten seconds had joined him in sleep.

*** 

Three o'clock in the morning. The revelry over for the night. Strangely Barney had set the tone and the others had drifted off to bed in his wake. They had gone in ones and twos, but even the twos had split up when the upper floors had been reached, and tonight all these people slept alone.

A few disappointed souls, but there remained ample time to jostle for position the next day. And, of course, one more night, when deeds would be done, agendas set and promises kept or broken.

Arnie Medlock had been the most disappointed of the lot, having considered his union with Katie Dillinger inevitable. But she had made her excuses, and he had been left alone; as alone as the others. Death and taxes, he had ruefully mumbled to himself, on finally retiring to his room. But it was not somewhere he hadn't been before, and he was confident of the following night's success. Disappointed, yet sanguine, Arnie Medlock.

And so the house slept. Most in their beds, Barney in his chair, from where he could watch the door and the window. But not, however, the secret door built into the wood panelling beside the bed.

The house slept, but for one. A lone figure, walking through the dark. Along corridors, searching out secret doors, down dark passageways. Never been here before, but a long night of searching had revealed every hidden doorway, every hidden passage, every concealed flight of steps or alcove, every area of the house blocked off for some clandestine use more than three hundred years previously.

Eyes adjusted, he visited each of the bedrooms in turn. Did not know into whose room he was about to walk until he was there; then he stood over the bed and watched the breathing of every potential victim. And none awoke to him. None conceded to a sixth sense.

He let the tip of his finger run along the cheek of Katie Dillinger; he touched the hair of Annie Webster and considered that at another time he might have had a chance with her; might even have forced her. He gently kissed the lips of Ellie Winters, and she stirred and tasted the night air, then shuffled in her sleep, and ended up all the way over on her other side. And he watched her for a further fifteen minutes, hand always on the knife in his jacket pocket, before he left, to follow another directionless passage.

He stood over Barney too, for a short time. A little more circumspect here, as his was the only room with the light left on, and he did not blend so easily into the dark. A few minutes, then he was gone.

And then, half an hour later, Barney awoke in terror, the vision having visited him again in the night; but this dream even more forceful, the stage having shifted to a large house, with old paintings on the walls, and the minister on his knees, supplicant to a vengeful God, praying for Barney's soul. And once again Barney had seen the face, and once again that face was gone from his memory the instant he awoke. Sweat on his forehead, heart pounding, mouth dry.

So Barney sat in his seat, eyes wide open, waiting for the dawn. And all the while, that year's serial killer made the rounds of the house, lurked in damp and dirty passageways, danced with the rats and stood over each of the members of the Murderers Anonymous Bearsden chapter.

The African Dawn

––––––––
Proudfoot awoke, feeling just about as awful as it was possible for one single person to feel. Draped over the dashboard in the same position, all aches and pains and uncomfortable joints, yet with an empty bottle of Australian white now clutched curiously to her chest. She lifted her head and immediately a high-velocity train started sweeping through it. One, two, three, up and out of the car, bent over the side of the road, and vomiting violently over the wet grass and general shrubbery.
It was a full two minutes before the retching was over, her stomach had settled, and she had a temporary respite from nausea. She looked up, hands on her knees, throw-up on her shoes, face covered with sweat, panting, and saw her surroundings in daylight for the first time.

The car was parked off the road, no more than six inches away from the drop of a few feet into general bog. All around enclosed by trees, so that her immediate world was small. The aroma of rain on the forest and earth. Fresh and cold, the first hint of the chill of winter in the air. Beautiful. Across the road was the driveway up to the house; the bleak mansion slept quietly in partial obscurity. Then she finally noticed that Mulholland was no longer in the car and her head hurt so much she couldn't think straight as to where he might have gone.

Back into the car, searched her bag for something to help with a headache and came up empty. She closed the car door and wound down the window, let her head fall back on the headrest, did not even attempt to clear the growing fug in her head, and fell asleep in less than half a minute.

*** 

The late night had taken its toll of early morning risers at the weekend retreat. No one got up early on this Sunday. All except Barney Thomson, who hadn't slept since waking in a cold sweat at just before four o'clock.

He had waited for the dawn, from his position of uncomfortable terror, then, when he'd been satisfied that the night had been vanquished and the vampires put to sleep, he'd ventured out to plunge himself into a steaming shower.

And so now he made his way down the stairs that had caused him such terror the night before, past the same old paintings. In the half-light of a grey early morning, they looked more miserable than menacing, more despondent than intimidating. Wretched souls and sullen soldiers; distracted dogs, painted with the stilted strokes of an amateur brush. Barney was no art critic, but he could tell. Painted for a hobby, not for commission, most of these.

As he reached the bottom of the stairs he could smell breakfast, the glorious pungency of fried bacon, and he wondered who else had managed to drag themselves up at this time. Despite the night before, he had his first thought of the day of Katie Dillinger. Hoped it would be her who was up, and that she and Medlock had not spent the night together. Still, it was his intention to leave early regardless. He was not trapped there. Maybe even before he had seen any of them. Except the breakfast king.

He wound his way through stuffy rooms and short corridors with uneven floors until he found the kitchen and the origins of the magnificent aromas. Opened the door with little confidence, for his self-assurance was gone.

Hertha Berlin stood at the cooker, administering to a panful of frying breakfast goods. A man Barney had not seen before sat at the table, large jaw encircling a roll packed with every available morning enchantment. Sausage, bacon, black pudding, egg and mushrooms.

'How you doin' there, fella?' said the man through his breakfast bite. Mid-sixties maybe, bit of a paunch, distinct American accent through the food.

Barney looked awful. Unshaven, worry lines, whole ISO containers under his eyes, the look of the haunted man. His eyes themselves said it all, never mind the face.

'Fine,' he lied, 'just fine.'

'Surprised to see you up,' said Berlin. 'After the time you lot went to your beds, I thought it'd be lunch-time before I saw any of you.'

'Why are you making breakfast, then?' said Barney, taking a seat at the large kitchen table. Presumed breakfast would be served in the dining room, but for one of the first times in his life, he was glad of human company.

'I'm just feeding my man here. He likes a big breakfast. Got to keep him well fed for all his duties, you know. You'll be wanting something yourself, I expect,' she said.

The smell finally penetrated. Barney was the Ravenous Bugblatter Beast of Traal.

'I'm starving,' he said.

'Right. D'you want your food in here or will you be eating in the big room?'

'Oh, here's fine,' he said. 'I don't really feel part of that mob.'

The handyman raised his eyebrows and took another large bite from his breakfast roll. Hertha Berlin plundered the fridge for more food to heap into the frying pan. Every part of her bustled between fridge and cooker; the frying pan popped and sizzled.

'Aye, well, I'm not surprised. Right funny-looking lot, if you ask me. I said that last night, did I no'?'

'Sure,' said the handyman, spitting a small piece of sausage onto the table, 'sure you did, honey.'

Hertha Berlin started piling food into another roll.

'No' that we haven't had some strange folks staying here in the past. They Southern Baptists, they were a right weird bunch. And they devil worshippers from up Coldstream way, they were a queer lot. What kind of group are you, anyway?' she said, laying the roll in front of Barney.

Just in time, Barney remembered the code, and the word murderers did not pass his lips.

'We're barbers,' he said, uttering the unsurprising first thing that came into his head. 'Barbers.'

Hertha Berlin bustled, the handyman raised his eyebrows as he polished off his second roll and settled back to wait for this third. Would have to get on with a bit of plumbing soon, however.

Barney dived into his sandwich and decided he'd better change the subject.

'Either of you walking about at one o'clock this morning?' he said, a little more casually than he felt.

Looked at the table in discomfort as he said it, so missed the glance that passed between the two.

'We live in the houses at the bottom of the road, barber fella,' said the handyman. 'You heard someone at one in the morning, must've been one of your other barber folk.'

Barney nodded. Stared at the table. Fuck.

It had been the minister. He could feel it. The minister who infiltrated his dreams had followed him down here, and in this house full of killers he would be the obvious first victim. That was what the dream meant. He would die horribly. In fact, that was what the past two years had been pointing to. All this death and visceral carnage to which he'd been subjected must have had a point; and this was it. He would die, and die in a grotesque manner; his soul condemned forever to damnation; the very essence of his being cast asunder to wail for eternity in the belly of infernal Hades; destined for all time to suffer the persecution of the damned in the fiery pit of Erebus. His soul would be a bloody carcass on which the dogs of war would feast; his heart would be torn from his chest, ingurgitated by the beasts of fury, then spat out onto the playing fields of retribution; he would ride the black horses of the apocalypse and be tossed from his mount, head first into the crematorium of shattered illusion, where his very qi would be raped and plundered and tossed to the winds of abomination.

'This is a bloody good roll,' he said, to break his chain of thought.

'Damned fine,' said the handyman. 'Damned fine.'

*** 

An hour later, still early morning, still nothing much stirring the house bar the staff and the lost soul of Barney Thomson. He pulled the zip along his bag and prepared to head out into the cold of morning and the twenty-minute walk to the nearest bus station; and the projected five-hour wait, as this was the Borders and decent public transport was something that happened to other regions of the country.

He needed to get out, that was all; didn't care about the wait.

Put on his jacket, lifted the bag, out of the room and the door closed behind him. Minced along the corridor, head down, dejected. About to walk into the rest of his life. No hope of romance, no hope of anything different. For all the crap and the drama and the murder and the adventure of the last couple of years, here he was, going back to barbery and abject poverty of spirit. Nothing changed.

And anyway, why should he expect anything more? How many sad lives out there were blighted by disappointment? Millions of them. Absolute millions. Why should he be any different? He was just a guy. A bloke. A wee man. A shmuck. A duffus. He was the kind of guy John Steinbeck used to write about. He was Garth out of Wayne's World. He was nothing. He could be in an Ingmar Bergman movie. He was Woody Allen without the jokes.

A door opened behind him, but he walked on. Didn't care who it was. Probably Medlock, sex all over his face, with a comforting word in Barney's ear. Never mind, mate, he could hear him say, she was never going to be yours anyway. I'm way more interesting and I can shag like a bulldozer.

'Barney?'

The word stopped him like a bullet in the back of the head. That soft voice, delicate and succulent, smooth as a non-stick pan. And slowly he turned, throat dry, expectation suddenly pumped up from the deflation of less than three seconds previously.

Katie Dillinger stood at her door, still attired for the night. Looking a little rough, but gorgeous with it. Up all night with Arnie, he presumed, and the hope began to fade again before another word was said.

'Where are you going?'

Barney shrugged. 'Don't know,' he said. As eloquent as if he were sitting next to Larry Bellows.

She stepped into the corridor. Wearing dark green cotton pyjamas. Dishevelled. A bit of a gap had opened up between the buttons, so that Barney had the merest glimpse of the smooth curve of a breast. Tried not to look. Swallowed. Shook his head. Stared at the carpet. Could see breasts in the carpet just as much.

'You don't have to go,' she said. 'I know you feel a bit out of it, but today should be a good day. You can get to know us all a bit better. Should be all right.'

He looked her in the eye. Already knew that the decision was made for him.

'Just ... I don't know,' he said. 'Just feel like I should leave.'

She stepped towards him. The gap in the pyjamas closed and Barney's swift look was too slow to catch another glimpse, so he stared at the floor again.

Bare feet across the carpet. She stood in front of him, put her hand to his chin. Lifted his head so that their eyes engaged.

'I want you, Barney,' he heard her say. 'I want your huge cock to fill me up like a marrow.'

'What?' said Barney.

'I want you to stay, Barney,' she said. 'You'll have a good day then go back up with us tomorrow.'

Barney did not trust himself to speak. Best just to nod in silence as her hand fell away and he lost the electricity of her touch.

'All right,' he said. Utterly capitulating. Nothing to go on but a look and a touch. For all he knew Arnie could have been snoozing quietly in her bed as they spoke.

She smiled and backed off.

'I'm glad,' she says. 'I'll see you at breakfast?'

Barney nodded and watched her retreat to her room. He stood in the corridor and looked around at the grey light of day and wondered. Found himself staring at a painting of a woman, grey beyond her years, sitting slouched in a rocking chair, before a great hearth; eyes staring at him with contempt. You're all the same, she said to him. You haven't got a single principle that doesn't take second place to the contents of your pants.

'Fuck off,' mumbled Barney at the carpet, and walked slowly back up the corridor to his room.

My Friends, These Clowns

––––––––
Tempers were becoming frayed. Angry words exchanged, fists clenched, jaws protruded and, in some cases, bottom lips stuck out. It was ever the way at their annual Christmas get-together, and Dillinger had often pondered the wisdom of including the session in their weekend event.
Discuss: The Morality of Murder.

It was why they were all there, after all, the only thing that bound these people, the only thing they truly had in common. So why not get down to the nitty-gritty, cut the bullshit of exaggerated storytelling, and discuss what it was all about? It was Christmas, so they could have free rein to admit that they'd enjoyed what they'd done, and that they'd do it again if they had the opportunity. An extension of what they did week in, week out, but the circumstances, the surroundings and the time of year combined to let tongues and minds roam free.

Of course, it was not the subject matter that really set the tone of tension. It was the testosterone and oestrogen flowing in great fluid quantities. Gallons of the stuff, swishing about inside each of them, as they jostled for position with members of the opposite sex.

There'd been one year when there had been equal numbers, and apart from the fact that none of the men had wanted to go anywhere near Peggy Penknife, the Paisley Penis Punisher, there had been limited discussion, a nod and a glance at the convention of present exchange, and then off they'd all gone to each other's bedrooms for some fearsome lovemaking.

This year was altogether more complex, however. Eight men, three women. A recipe for treachery, jealousy, lies, deceit, bedlam, uproar and possibly even murder; given the company. Rather nice to be one of the women, thought Dillinger, but as the leader of the dysfunctional bunch, she knew to not let things get out of hand.

So, it was Arnie Medlock and Barney Thomson, looking to make a move on Dillinger; and she knew which one she'd be going for that night. Sammy Gilchrist and Billy Hamilton were shaping up for a fight over Annie Webster. And Ellie Winters had the attention of Morty Goldman, Fergus Flaherty and Bobby Dear; the last of whom actually wouldn't have had a chance if he'd been the only bloke in a room full of eight million slabbering women.

All of which left Socrates, the wild card. Yet to show his hand. Or any other part of his body.

The discussion was nearing some sort of peak of intellectual debate; the very zenith of the brilliant criminal mind. Billy Hamilton and Sammy Gilchrist, vying for the mind and body of Annie Webster; who, if truth be told, would have had them both at the same time, and would then have killed them. Seeing as that was her thing. Though she hadn't confessed to so much in the meetings. A girl with intimacy issues.

'Away you and shite in a poke,' said Hamilton.

'Shite in a poke?' snapped Gilchrist, pointing a finger. 'I'll shite you in a poke!'

Both perched on the end of their seats; the others watched distractedly. Kind of enjoyable, the whole show, but they had their own arguments in which to become embroiled.

'What does that actually mean?' said Hamilton. 'You're just full of it, Big Man. Full of shite. And I'll tell you this. I've had enough of you and your bloody moral high ground. The bloke brought a ridiculous law suit so he deserved to die. All that shite. You're just a murdering, low-life, brain-dead scumbag, same as the rest of us.'

'Speak for yourself, you little bastard,' said Fergus Flaherty, the Fernhill Flutist. 'There's nothing wrong with me.'

This last line was from a man who'd murdered the entire family next door, using nothing but the flute of the youngest son, a lad who'd spent several weeks practising non-stop for the Twelfth of July. A bloody rampage, and he had taken out the boy, his two brothers and the mother and father, all inside fifteen minutes. With a flute. It had been messy.

'I agree with Billy,' said a quiet voice, from a large, comfy chair pushed a little farther back than all the others.

The explosion on Billy Hamilton's lips was temporarily averted. The sneer of Sammy Gilchrist was calmed. The fizzing tension in the room was turned to curiosity. For Morty Goldman rarely spoke.

They all turned and looked at him. Morty Goldman. At official group meetings they had heard him talk just the once, when he'd brought his story into their lives. Here was your classic skin-slicing-off-and-wearing-it, keeping-women-locked-up-in-a-cellar for months, stalking, bug-eyed, serial-killing lunatic. And for all the hardness and strength around the room, each of them found Morty Goldman a little intimidating. Except for Barney, who found him spectacularly intimidating, having been told his story the previous night by Socrates McCartney.

'Why is that?' asked Dillinger, to break into the shocked silence.

Morty pointed a finger at Gilchrist, and even this seasoned killer felt a chill at the look. Goldman was your classic combination of Jack the Ripper, Darth Vader, Genghis Khan and Bill and Ben the Flowerpot Men.

Mainly, thought Goldman, because I have to say something. Otherwise Ellie Winters will never notice me.

'Mr Gilchrist does indeed take an unwarranted moral high ground. This ethical masturbation of his really is rather tedious. His is a self-righteousness born of unnecessary benevolence to his own misdeeds of the past. We've all been victims of absurd law suits, but that's hardly justification for murder.'

'What about you?' exploded Gilchrist. 'You skin-slicing-off weirdo?'

Too late, he remembered to whom he was speaking. Morty Goldman paraded a tortuous smile, the likes of which most of the group had only ever witnessed once or twice. Showed no teeth.

'I'm not pretending that what I did has any ethical superiority. It was cruel, disgusting and really rather unpleasant. I ought to have gone to prison for my crimes, I know that.'

Ought to have gone to prison? thought Barney. Bloody hell. And he started to question his decision to cede to his penis and stay. When you decide to do something, you should just do it. Bugger the wait for public transport and the possibility of romance. Yet here he was, still prevaricating, a sucker for one nice word from Dillinger.

'That's why I'm here. But at least I'm not pretending to be something I'm not. At least I'm not claiming some sort of honourable code as justification for my murders. At least I don't,' continued Morty, and the voice had taken on a sudden immediacy, a sly quality tending to evil, and bones were chilled, 'pretend to be some sort of arse-wiping Jedi knight, fighting the forces of evil on behalf of humanity. You're just a stupid prick, Gilchrist. A fucking stupid little prick, and one day you might well get what's coming to you. One day soon.'

You could have heard a piece of tinsel drop.

The fire dully roared and sharply crackled in the hearth; the tree sparkled, green and gold in the corner; outside, a buzzard cried and a mouse scurried beneath some shrubbery; somewhere the handyman bit massively into a quadruple cheeseburger with relish, humming the opening lines to I Got Stung as he went.

'Why don't we just calm down?' said Arnie Medlock, the voice of reason. 'Maybe we should give this a miss and get the housekeeper in. Have some drinks and food and think about opening the presents. We're here to enjoy ourselves.'

Sammy Gilchrist and Billy Hamilton, the two principal protagonists, stared at the carpet and nodded. Didn't meet Medlock's eyes as he looked at them. Morty Goldman had a steady gaze, however. Steady. The desire to impress Ellie Winters had gone. He was aware of all the old feelings again. The bad feelings.

'Fucking Medlock,' he muttered.

Arnie Medlock was not a man to be intimidated. Even so, this was a card-carrying, skin-wearing psychopath, not a regular, run-of-the-mill hard man.

'Watch it, you,' he said.

Morty Goldman sneered.

'Fucking Medlock,' he said again. 'Think you're hard? I've eaten guys like you for my breakfast. And I mean eaten. You're nothing, Medlock. You're a pathetic, sexually inadequate fuckwit. No wonder gorgeous Katie here didn't sleep with you last night. No dick, no brain, no heart, no balls. You in a nutshell, fuckwit-face. You're nothing.'

Arnie Medlock stared across the rich tapestry of the carpet. His face twitched. A vein throbbed in his neck. He bit his bottom lip, hard enough that he could taste the blood. Looked round at Dillinger, seated between himself and Socrates McCartney on the large settee. She did her best to placate him with a smile, while they both wondered how Morty Goldman knew that they hadn't slept together.

With the timing of one of the better episodes of Star Trek TNG, the door opened. Hertha Berlin, brandishing tea and Christmas cake.

'I thought you might like some tea,' she said. 'And there's a cheeky wee half-bottle of Johnnie Walker in the pot to keep you going.'

They watched her as she entered, an intimidating array of eyes pinning her down. And in this heightened atmosphere of draining tension and tangible aggression, there was more than one person viewing Berlin as a potential victim. Hertha Berlin was not daunted, however. Seen worse than this lot, she reckoned, although that was only because she thought they were barbers.

The tray was laid on the table, she clinked around with a few cups and saucers, then turned back to face them.

'Would there be anything else, now?'

'No, thank you, Miss Berlin,' said Dillinger. Still marginally in charge of the proceedings. 'That'll be all.'

'Right, then. Enjoy your tea.'

And off she went. Hertha Berlin. A woman of secrets. And there the tea sat. Still tension hung over them like a thick North Sea haar. Still no one wanted to be the first to talk, lest Morty Goldman threatened to turn them into soup. Still the fire crackled and the Christmas tree sparkled. Morty was enjoying his sudden emergence as the group lunatic and leant back in his comfy sofa, eyeing each of the others slowly and in turn.

'Aw, fuck this,' said Sammy Gilchrist, 'I'm going for a walk. Can't be bothered with all this shite.'

Up he rose, the tension shattered. Some were relieved.

'It's pouring, Sammy,' said Dillinger.

'Don't care,' he threw back over his shoulder.

To the door and out, and he immediately felt the weight lift from his shoulders when he stepped from the room, and worried not about the effects of leaving Annie Webster to the charms of Billy Hamilton for the next couple of hours.

Dillinger stood up. This was supposed to be an enjoyable weekend, and there was no point in sitting there in silence for the rest of the day.

'Come on, Annie,' she said, 'give us a hand, will you?'

And Annie Webster nodded and lifted herself out of an ancient comfy seat, then Fergus Flaherty said, 'Big Sammy's probably just away to pish up a tree,' because it was the closest thing to a joke he could think of, and it got a laugh, and the tension was gone; and Morty Goldman retreated to his shell. For now.

Drinks were served; someone switched on the CD player and Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas filled the room; the crowd ate cake and broke off into small groups to chat about Sammy Gilchrist and Morty Goldman and the weather. And no one noticed when ten minutes later Morty Goldman snuck out through the door, and was gone into the midst of the rain-strewn day.

The Magnificent Hugh Rolanoytez Extravaganza

––––––––
Like some sort of Brad Pitt, Mulholland took to his fishing with a reverential relish. Treat the river with respect and it will respect you. The river is your friend. It may be your friend, but it's also your god. The river controls you and holds you in the palm of its hand. It can give, but it also takes away. Do not betray the river or you will die. All of that.
He was in the middle of it, waders clinging to his legs, water up to his thighs, the bottom of his jacket dipping into the cold. Not happy, but content in that freezing cold, miserable as shite, grumpy, hungover, depressed, angry, buggered kind of way peculiar to the Scots. A cold day at last, as winter reared its head. Rain had finally stopped. Casting his fly short distances, snagging it on the riverside grass every time he tried to extend the pitch. Had been at it for nearly six hours and had caught just the one fish; the younger brother of an extremely small fish that he'd failed to catch.

Mind still in gloop, he did his best to focus. Fishing gear in the back of his car. A walk for a mile or two, had found a petrol station, bought a sandwich. Got into conversation with the Sunday best wee woman in the shop. Had been directed to the closest river, and had ignored the instruction about there being no fishing for salmon allowed at this time of year, not that you could fish for salmon on a Sunday in any case, so, son, you'd better think twice or Big Alec will be after your testicles.

Could do with tea and food, but had now been standing in the water, using the same bedraggled fly, for nearly two hours. Focused had become mechanical and one-track.

And so he couldn't see the eyes in the undergrowth, the body cowering behind the trees. Watching the fishing line fizz and snap behind him, and wondering if the line would be strong enough to pull around Mulholland's neck, to tighten, and to strangle the life out of him.

He could tell Mulholland was distracted in what he did; wondering whether it would be possible to steal up on him, grab the line and do what must be done; or whether he should step free of his hiding place, make himself known and then take him. Or he could drown him, or hit him over the head with a rock, or throw a heavy stone at him from a distance; although he'd never had much of a throwing arm.

So many choices.

And as he stood and thought and peered through the remnants of winter leaves and the bare protection of trees, another option presented itself. For down from the road and along the bank came Erin Proudfoot, and the killer lowered himself farther into the undergrowth and imagined the sweet taste of a woman.

'Mulholland!'

She looked out across the water. All of ten yards. A still day, barely a zephyr bothered the last of the leaves and the bare branches. The water was slow and it bubbled and trundled on by. No background noise from any nearby road, no planes overhead. Still, calm, cool winter's day. Grey cloud. Peaceful.

A slight noise among fallen leaves, and Proudfoot turned. Stared into the shadows of the trees and saw nothing. Assumed a bird or a rabbit.

'Mulholland!' she said again. 'Brought you some tea.'

He turned, dragged from the mire. As his head swivelled, he looked right into the killer's eye, it briefly registered and then was gone by the time he saw Proudfoot.

The memory of it left him vaguely troubled, but what he'd seen was gone.

'What?' he said.

She held up a bag. Food, tea, everything you might want after having been fishing for hours.

'Thought you might want something to eat. Brought you some tea.'

He stared at her for a while, brain not yet out of first. The fly lay limply in the water. A couple of fish swam by underneath. 'What a joker,' one of them said, 'using a mayfly in December,' and by the time the other had thought of a reply, he'd forgotten what had been said in the first place.

'Just stick it down by the bag,' said Mulholland.

He continued to look at her for a while, then turned and resumed his aimless flicking of the line across the water. Trying to remember what had transpired between them the previous night, but could remember nothing. Only knew that he'd awoken with them both slouched in the car, the dregs of several bottles of wine surrounding them.

Anything could have been said. Still remembers the decision to get married, however.

'Piss off!' she called out, though they were close enough and the water still enough for her not to have to shout. A brief contemplation of leaving him to it and taking the food back with her, but decided to be more pig-headed than that.

He turned again.

'What?' he said. 'What now?'

'Come and have something to eat, you ignorant sod. You must have been here ages. I didn't get this stuff together just for you to completely ignore me. I'm going to be your wife, remember, so put the bloody rod away and come and get something to eat.'

He turned away, gave one last pointless toss of the fly into the water, a toss treated with disdain by the river life beneath, and then he turned and waded back to the bank.

Proudfoot busied herself with unpacking her bag. In the trees the watcher was fascinated by the last line. Had stumbled across these two, quite by chance, but he knew well who Mulholland was. Supposed to be out hunting him, and here he was, inadequately hunting fish instead. And they were to be married. Slowly he began to creep through the damp leaves and twigs, so that he could listen. Never miss an opportunity, that was the killer's code.

'When did you wake up?' she said.

Mulholland started to struggle out of his waders.

'About seven, I think. Still dark, anyway.'

'And have you eaten since then?' asked Proudfoot.

Annoyed at him, but mostly for not looking after himself. Taking the whole marriage thing seriously. This was her man.

'Bought a stack-load of food from the petrol station down the road,' said Mulholland.

She removed the plastic lids from two cups of tea, and the steam rose into the cold December air.

'That's funny. The woman I spoke to in the shop remembers you buying a sandwich and a can of Coke, and nothing else.'

He laid out a jacket and sat down. Raised his eyebrows.

'Checking up on me?'

'I am a detective.'

'Right,' he said, and lifted one of the teas. Just a sip in case it was too hot, and then a longer gulp. Just right and it hit the spot. Melanie's tea had always tasted like socks.

'So you reckon we're still doing this marriage thing, then?' he said.

She bit into a closed-face, triangular-cut, white bread, disencrusted cheese and smoked ham sandwich, with cucumber, lettuce and tomato and a light spreading of mayonnaise.

'Why? You changing your mind?' she asked through the food.

He shrugged and took a bite out of an open-faced, square-cut, heavily crusted, wholemeal Belgian pâté sandwich, with a thin garnish of fresh cucumber. He waved it at her.

'Good sandwich, by the way. You choose 'em or were they all that were left?'

'My choice.'

'So we are compatible. Maybe I will marry you.'

'So what, have you changed your mind?'

He watched the river, cold and grey. How many days since they'd stood and watched the Clyde? Three maybe, that was all, and not much had happened in between, yet it felt so long. Time slowing down. That's what happened when you stepped into the mire.

'It just seems kind of stupid,' he said after a while. There was a sadness in his voice, and it was heartfelt.

She munched her way through the sandwich. Followed his gaze into the river. Thought exactly the same things that he did, except for one. So what if it was stupid?

'Everything's stupid,' she said. 'You standing in a river for God knows how long. That's pretty stupid. Life is stupid. You coming down here in the first place. Whatever. It's all stupid.'

He distractedly nodded. Feeling depressed again, good sandwich or not, and she joined him in melancholy.

'I must've said a couple things last night,' said Mulholland. 'Sorry if I offended you.'

Her turn to shrug.

'Doesn't matter if you did. Can't remember what you said anyway. Expect I was talking pish 'n' all.'

The river rolled on by. The sun momentarily made an appearance before once again being swallowed up by the layers of cloud. There was a noise in the trees just behind them. Mulholland barely noticed, Proudfoot turned slowly and saw nothing. Birds or rabbits.

'You want just to go back to Glasgow?' she said. 'I don't know how long this bloody group are going to be here. It's not as if I can barge in there and check out what they're doing.'

'When are you off duty?'

'Not till midnight.' She shrugged. 'Sod it, maybe I should just come off duty now. I've left my post, after all. I mean, she could nip out while I wasn't looking and go and kill somebody, and I wouldn't give a shit.'

Mulholland laughed softly. 'Fine words for a police officer.'

He turned and looked at her. Her face was colourless with the cold and he noticed for the first time how poorly she was dressed for the weather. Her lips were soft and pale, her hair touched her cheeks. And in this grey light, she was beautiful.

'Sorry, Erin,' he said, removing his jacket, 'I'm being a pig.'

She started to protest, but he held it towards her and she gratefully took it from him and slipped her arms inside. She could feel the warmth of his body, got the faint smell of him. And for all that she'd hated him for the last six months, you can only hate what you can love, and she had missed him.

'Stay with me,' he said, and she closed her eyes to the words. 'Phone them up tomorrow and tell them where they can stick their job.'

She drained her cup of tea to give an air of calm. 'You think? Are you sure you want to be with me?' she asked.

Trying to keep a level head. As ever, carried away on nothing but a little tenderness. If she were Jade Weapon, she would shag him breathless, karate-chop him to his neck, then toss him to the fishes.

Then his hand was extended to hers, the first genuine moment of tenderness between them, so that neither of them noticed the slight movement in the bushes behind, the small noise of someone scrambling over damp ground.

He leant forward and gently kissed her on the lips. A short touch, then pulled away, his hand still on hers, the other rested against her cheek. With the warmth of his jacket around her and of his hand on hers, her heart melted.

'You've got smoked-ham breath,' he said.

She pursed her lips then breathed out massively over him.

'You're right, you are a pig,' she said.

He laughed, she joined him, and at last there was some light in their lives.

And well away from the riverbank, out of earshot, the footsteps strode more confidently across wet ground. As off went the killer to sabotage Proudfoot's car, and the radio in the car, and thereby lead the happy couple along the road he wished them to walk. To lead them to play their part in the magnificent extravaganza which had quickly formed in his criminal head.

Liz Taylor? She's A Woman. No Question

––––––––
'And Cary Grant, he was a woman, yes siree,' said the handyman. As ever, Hertha Berlin was spellbound with his tales of Hollywood in the 60's. 'Steve McQueen, there was another one.'
Berlin poured him another cup of tea. Glad to be away from the strange crowd in the lounge. Raised tempers and voices. It was ever the way with the Christmas crowd, when expectations were up and more drink than normal was consumed. She preferred the midweek bookings, with companies sending their people on team-building events. Everyone was hacked off and grumpy and expecting to be miserable, and consequently much less bother.

'Did you know anyone else famous?' she asked.

'Sure, honey,' said the handyman, cramming his mouth full of pancake. 'I knew 'em all. Jimmy Stewart, Eastwood, Newman, Ann-Margret, Liz Taylor, the lot of 'em. Bobby Mitchum, he was a big friend of mine.'

Berlin shook her head and sipped quietly from her cup.

'It must seem terribly mundane being stuck here in the south of Scotland, after all that fuss,' she said.

The handyman looked at her and considered the statement, thinking it was worth a decent answer. It was something he'd given much thought to these past twenty-three years. Trading in the glamour, the women, the drugs, the parties, the booze, the handguns, the television sets and the celebrity pals for a quiet life, from which he knew he would never escape.

'Mundane's just what you want it to be, honey,' he said, and she nodded, even though she didn't know what he meant. Helpfully, and unsurprisingly, since he was a talker, he elaborated. 'Hell, everything's mundane if you do it often enough. You make movies all your life, it becomes mundane. You have twenty number one records; mundane. You snort enough cocaine offa the breasts of naked women' – Hertha Berlin blushed – 'that becomes mundane too. Sure, this might be mundane now, but it was fresh when we first started, and now it's good mundane. I like it. Keeps me young. I'm telling ya, honey, physical-wise, I'm a lot better off now than when I first got here. Ain't that the truth.'

Hertha Berlin finished her tea and topped up her cup. Poured some more for the handyman at the same time.

'Thing is,' he said, 'look at those folks upstairs. Maybe they've got money, maybe they ain't, but there ain't none of them happy. Not real, down-to-the-damned-socks happy. Just a-trundling through this and a-trundling through that. Most of them ain't going nowhere. You just need to stop every now and again and look at your life, know what I'm saying, honey? That's what I did in '77. Realised I was in a world of hurt, and I got on outta there. But these fellas, they don't know shit. There was an old fella in Greece by the name of Aristotle, and you know what he used to say, honey?'

Hertha Berlin lowered the cup and licked some tea from her lips; wondered if it still made her look as alluring at seventy-one as it had done fifty years previously.

'I sure don't,' she said, in a strange amalgam of accents.

'The unexamined life is not worth living. Yesiree. That's what that good fella said. And no doubt about it, he had a point.'

The handyman crammed another biscuit into his mouth and stood up. Washed it down with the last of his fourth cup of tea. Brushed the crumbs from his jeans and nodded.

'Gotta go clear that drain out back, honey. I'll be an hour or two, I expect, 'cause that little fella's gonna cause me a whole heapa trouble. I can feel it. You'll have my supper ready 'round about seven?'

Hertha Berlin nodded, standing herself and already beginning to clear away the dishes.

'Aye, aye,' she said. 'Chicken casserole the night.'

The handyman smacked his lips.

'Sounds delicious, honey,' he said. Grabbed his coat and his hat. 'See ya later, alligator.'

'Bye,' said Hertha Berlin.

Door open and then out he went into the cold. She stared after him for a while, wondering how it was that you could be seventy-one and have the same sort of mad infatuation that you got when you were fifteen. Weren't you supposed to grow out of that kind of thing?

The words to Love Me Tender quietly began to escape her lips, and Hertha Berlin went about the business of washing up and getting the dinner ready.

Tidings Of Comfort And Joy

––––––––
The fire crackled and spat, the tree sparkled in the corner. The gang of chums was gathered around the tree drinking Hertha Berlin's coronary-inducing Christmas punch, waiting for the annual present exchange.
The presents were all present and correct, it was just one of the participants who was missing. Sammy Gilchrist had yet to return after leaving the previous meeting. They'd also had to wait for Morty Goldman, but he had been back for some twenty minutes.

Conversation was low, but the alcohol was flowing and the mood was improving. Chances were, they mostly thought, the night had potential. One or two of the inmates who saw themselves failing in their love quest were already thinking of calling on a couple of outside agencies of sex to provide the entertainment. Things could have been worse. And given the obtuse minds involved, the gift exchange was usually pretty interesting.

Barney waited nervously, the words of his grand venture into poetry going through his head. Wondering if Dillinger would know it was him who had written it; and wondering how he'd tell her it was him, on the assumption she didn't work it out.

'You don't think something's happened to him?' said Dillinger to Arnie Medlock. Barney had been watching them talking for the previous ten minutes, and had assumed it was far more intimate than it actually had been. His own attempt at introductory conversation – 'Apparently if you pull a condom over your head you can still breathe for nearly three minutes' – had crashed and burned, and she'd wandered off in search of something more conversationally appetising. Barney needed better lines.

'Who?' said Medlock. He was in his element. Playing the king; the senior figure; the captain; the skipper, the chief, the boss; El Presidente; General Fantastic; Mr Invincible; The Amazing Captain Sperm. He saw himself as the Godfather to these people, and the Christmas weekend was his time to establish that position even more. And like so many, the hubris got worse with drink.

'Sammy,' said Dillinger, slightly annoyed. Fully aware that Medlock knew about whom she was talking. Hated it when he did his Al Pacino.

'That poof?' said Medlock. 'He's a jessie. Wee Morty just looked at him funny and the guy creamed his pants. He'll be back, the sad bastard, you can count on it. Won't want to miss out on his present.'

Dillinger took another dive into the depths of her Christmas punch and bit her bottom lip. Could see the weekend falling to pieces, despite the current revelry and good humour among the inmates.

'What if something's happened to him?' she said. 'I'm beginning to get a bad feeling about this weekend.' And she caught the eye of Morty Goldman as she said it, then his eyes slimed away from hers.

'Settle down, babe, everything's going to be fine,' Medlock said, then noticed her looking at Goldman. 'Don't worry about Morty, for goodness sake. I can take care of him. He's a bit daft, but he's under control.'

He rested his hand on hers to reassure her, and she felt a sense of relief at the words. Yet Medlock could not have been farther from the mark. For Morty Goldman was not fine, not by any means.

Barney saw the blatant hand-touching and recoiled. Buggerty shit-farts, he thought. Bugger, bugger, bugger.

Silver bells, silver bells, lah-de-de-dum-de-de-lah-lah... So sang Bing Crosby for the eighth time that weekend. The drink was the thing, and none of them was getting fed up with it. Then in the midst of the Christmas festivities, the door opened and in walked Sammy Gilchrist. A bit of mud on his shoes, face slightly damp with sweat, hair a bit wet, breathing hard, but trying to cover it up. The appearance of the guilty man about him.

Morty Goldman slung him a sly look, then turned away; the carpet to contemplate. The carpet and other things.

Medlock nodded towards Gilchrist and Dillinger followed. Relaxed when she saw him, Medlock felt the tension leave her fingers.

'Told you,' said Medlock. 'The big poof was probably out pulling his pudding behind a tree somewhere.'

Gilchrist moved straight for Hertha Berlin's pungent punch. Ladled a glassful, swallowed, went through the appropriate facial contortions, then poured another glass.

He turned and surveyed the scene and realised that everyone was watching him. An antagonistic few words flashed through his head, but in the air there was the feeling of Christmas, so he went for conciliation.

'Sorry about that,' he said. Still a little breathless. 'Just went for a wee walk and I got caught in the rain, you know. Pishing down like a bastard the now. So are we doing the presents?' he added, sitting down away from Morty Goldman.

'Aye, we are,' said Dillinger. 'Glad you're back all right, Sammy.'

'No bother.'

'Poof,' murmured Arnie Medlock under his breath, to general amusement. Sammy Gilchrist snarled and took another long swallow from his second lethal punch. Could already feel it having the required effect on his limbs and head.

'Right,' said Dillinger, 'come on, round the Christmas tree. Arnie's going to be Santa Claus.'

Medlock quaffed the rest of his quadruple Lagavulin and headed for the tree. Magnanimous look on his face. Santa Claus. The bearer of gifts. The controller of people's emotions. The Almighty. That was him. And Dillinger pottered after him, Santa's little helper. Barney watched in envy.

The annual Christmas present handout. Something childish about it, something alien to the very being of this group, but Dillinger thrust it upon them every year, and every year they moped and grumped, but every year they enjoyed it all the same.

So they topped up their drinks and they gathered round into a small circle. Eleven wise men or women, and they were all overcome by the atmosphere, the lights, the music, the alcohol and the general feeling of goodwill. Even Sammy Gilchrist and Morty Goldman were prepared to lend a hand to the air of geniality. Even the jealous Barney.

Nat King Cole had headed into enemy territory on O! Holy Night, and the Christmas tree shimmered.

'Hope I'm going to get loads of condoms,' said Billy Hamilton, and laughed.

'You don't need them for rubber women, Billy,' said Arnie Medlock, and he laughed louder and longer and was joined by the others, including Hamilton, because he had that Christmas feeling, which only comes once a year.

'Right, then,' said Medlock, delving into the sack beneath the tree where all the presents had been discreetly placed. 'Ho fucking ho. The first one's for Katie herself. There you go, hen.'

Instant nerves for Barney. A stranger in this crowd, wishing he had left, but here was a good reason to still be here. Wondered if his long-thought-out poem would bring home the goods. Also worried that she would instantly recognise it as being from him and would denounce him publicly in front of the others.

'No, no,' she said, 'I'll go last. Let one of the others have theirs.'

Her protest was greeted with a chorus of disapproval, and Medlock thrust the present into her hands.

'On you go,' he said. 'Santa says,' he added, magnanimously.

Dillinger smiled and began to unwrap the gift with a certain childish abandon. Barney watched nervously. Felt like a teenager; or at least what he assumed teenagers felt like, because he'd never felt much like a teenager when he'd been one.

The paper came off and all was revealed.

A box of chocolates. A man of limited imagination, our Barney. Had thought long and hard, had even gone so far as to check out a couple of lingerie shops, but hadn't had the nerve. It was all in the poem, he thought. The chocolates were mundane, he knew that, but the poetry would sort her out.

She smiled appropriately and seemed genuinely pleased. Knowing the sort of thing that the others got up to, she immediately suspected Barney. The conservative idea of a new boy. If he was still here the following year, she thought, he'll be buying vibrators the same as the rest of them.

'That's brilliant,' she said, beaming. 'Thanks.'

She hasn't noticed the poem! thought Barney. She hasn't noticed the poem. It was still in the wrapping. Bugger, bugger, bugger. I can't say anything. Shit, shit, shit. Bugger. Should I say? If I say she'll know it was me.

The poem! he screamed silently at her.

Medlock reached into the bag for the next present. Barney nearly exploded in frustration. The poem! Look at the poem!

'Here,' said Ellie Winters, who from now on would be known to Barney as The Saviour, 'is that not a card or something in the wrapper for you, Katie?'

Medlock hesitated. Dillinger lifted up the wrapper, fished out the small card and opened it.

'Ooh, it's a poem,' she said, with a little more enthusiasm than she would feel once she'd read it.

'Read it out!' a few of them cried.

Dry throat, Barney held his breath.

'All right, all right,' said Dillinger. Medlock eyed her suspiciously. Bloody poetry, he thought. Should he find out who sent it, he'd kill them.

She quickly looked over the poem – and then decided to read it out, despite what it said.

You're nice, you're smooth, you're sexy as fuck;

You're hard, you're strong, you're tough.

I want to kiss you everywhere

And see you in the buff.

And feast my eyes on every inch

Of your delicious body,

And do the kind of sordid things

That Big Ears did to Noddy.

A long silence. Dillinger looked up, slightly red. Trying not to look at Barney, because this was the sort of thing that none of the others would have written. And she knew all their handwriting.

'Ooh,' she said, to no one in particular.

'Fuck,' said Ellie Winters. 'Smooth bastard that, eh? Your luck's in the night, ya bitch.'

'You never know,' said Dillinger, and finally she risked a glance at Barney. Barney stared at the floor. Arnie Medlock fumed.

'Jesus!' said Socrates. 'I didn't know that Big Ears and Noddy were shagging. Bloody hell. You just don't know, do you?'

Without further hesitation, Medlock handed out the next present. Morty Goldman held out his hand, Medlock got the feel of a clammy finger, and the show was once again on the road. Dillinger snuck another glance at Barney and this time he caught her eye. Bright red.

And so the presents continued. A large kitchen knife for Morty. A pump-action shotgun for Socrates. False breasts for Annie Webster (and she was not amused). A blow-up rubber woman, with real hair, moving parts and fully operational triple orgasm mechanism for Billy Hamilton (who always got a blow-up rubber woman). Half a litre of cyanide for Ellie Winters. A working replica 1940s Luger for Bobby Dear. A full set of Davie Provan videos for Fergus Flaherty. Four different types of lubricating jelly for Barney; a present originally intended for the ubiquitous Hammer Galbraith. A range of penis rings and other genital attachments for Sammy Gilchrist. Round they went, and each was pleased or disinterested in turn, and none of them went so far as to be upset by their gift. It was Christmas, and for all that the Day of Days was two days away, when it came it would not match the feeling of drunk relaxation that they each felt now. For Christmas Day itself would either be spent in unruliness with family, or passed alone in front of the television, succour only to be gained from Jimmy Stewart or Judy Garland.

Arnie saved the most important to last. He always received an original or limited-edition Conan Doyle. It was a Christmas tradition within the group. A bit of a bugger for whoever picked Arnie's name from the hat, but it was expected of them. He was their spiritual leader, after all, with Dillinger more the secretary and the accountant.

Medlock was the one they all looked up to, and none of them begrudged him his rare gift.

In fact, this year Bobby Dear, who was not especially fond of the man, had searched long and hard through the bookshops and antique markets of the west of Scotland, and had uncovered a near-pristine copy of a 1901 edition of The Sign of Four. Not a first edition, but a good catch all the same. He knew Arnie would be chuffed, and despite himself intended to discreetly let slip that it was him who had bought it.

Sadly, what was left of The Sign of Four lay smouldering under a pile of ashes in the heart of the fire, which spat and crackled.

Arnie lifted his present to his ear and gave it a shake. Broke into a broad smile.

'Sounds like a book,' he said, and the others laughed.

He frowned along with the smile, however, because he had heard a slight movement with the shake and knew that this was no book. He opened it up. The others looked on, vaguely indifferent. Another Sherlock Holmes, and who cared? Most of them had been forced into dingy bookshops on behalf of Arnie Medlock at some time, and each of them breathed a sigh of relief when they didn't pick him in the yearly draw.

Arnie held up his gift. Face like thunder. The others suddenly showed a little more interest. Morty Goldman, who had been sitting stroking his knife, suddenly leaned forward, eyes lit up. Dillinger held a hand to her mouth.

There was a gasp or two. Frank and Bing broke out into God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen. The fire spat. The Christmas tree sparkled. And the rough nail on the end of the discoloured human finger which Medlock held in his right hand glinted dully in the light.

He looked quickly up at the others, and none of them showed anything other than shock or at least genuine interest. Here we go again, thought Barney. Once more unto the breach.

Medlock gritted his teeth and looked each one of the group in the eye.

'When I find out who did this,' he said, the voice that murdered at least a couple of farmers menacingly low, 'you're in big fucking trouble. Big trouble.'

And they all looked back at Medlock, then glanced around at one another. The Christmas feeling had gone.

Let nothing you dismay.

Frontier Justice

––––––––
An hour later, and the mood was still low. Not all of them in the lounge; splinter groups having headed to the kitchen to plunder vast quantities of food, or having made for the snooker room to lose yet another game to Medlock.
Barney had waited for his chance; Dillinger, Winters and Webster had been in conversation, the Snatch Batch as Socrates had called them, discussing the distressing turn of events.

Dillinger wanted to call the police, but that was not an option open to them. None of the people present delighted in the involvement of the authorities in any aspect of their lives; and, what was more, at least three of them had never been convicted, or even suspected, of their crimes. The Feds would not be welcome snooping around and asking awkward questions. The severed finger would have to be ignored or, more likely, left to Arnie to sort out. Frontier justice.

And that was the point of the snooker table, as suspects were brought before him to be interviewed around the green baize.

Morty had been first, as he was everyone's favourite suspect, and he had submitted to the interrogation with a sly, ironic smile. Then Sammy Gilchrist and Socrates; currently Bobby Dear, placid and dour. Medlock was not looking for anyone to confess, he just asked innocent questions in an expert way; and using all his criminal psychopathic knowledge, he knew that he would be able to spot the one responsible when he saw them.

Webster and Winters had gone off to hit the bar, leaving Dillinger on her own. Staring into the depths of the fire, recently puffed up, the wood augmented, by Hertha Berlin; out of whose sight the finger would be kept.

Barney saw his chance; his prey was on her own. The mood may have gone, but still there were points to be scored, opportunities not to be missed. And so he pounced like a wildcat on the slow-moving mouse of Dillinger's distress.

He mooched over, the smooth-talking bastard in his element. Wondering how he could turn the finger thing to his advantage. Wondering how he could put all his experience of bodies and dismemberment to good use. Wondering what he could possibly say to sound mature and sensible, aloof yet concerned, nonchalant yet sensitive to the situation.

He sat down across from her and followed her gaze into the fire. At first she didn't appear to notice him. Quite distracted. Running through each of the group, trying to work out which one of them could have done the finger thing; as well as the small matter of whose finger it might have been. She drew the obvious conclusion that it had been removed from one of the past weeks' murder victims in Glasgow, and that this new serial killer who haunted the city was indeed one of their own.

'Bit of a bastard,' said the eloquent voice next to her.

It took a few seconds to filter through. Eventually she turned, saw Barney Thomson; the one of her group she knew the least, the one of her group of whom, if he was who he said, she should be most afraid. Except for Morty Goldman, of course. They made films about people like Morty Goldman.

'Sorry?' she said. Didn't smile at him. Thinking about the poem. Feast my eyes on your delicious body. She was sure it was Barney who'd written it. It had been embarrassing at the time, but what exactly had he meant by it? And now here he was, sitting next to her like an obedient puppy.

She couldn't see any danger in his face, she had to admit that. With all the others, particularly the real lunatics like Goldman and Winters, it was obvious and it was out there. In the eyes, the curl of the lips, the general demeanour. Not in Barney Thomson. He looked like a barber.

'Bit of a bastard,' he repeated, unable to think of anything else.

'What is?' she said. Furrowed brow as she examined him. Having started to convince herself that this man was the killer, now she could see the gormless look of him, with only the remotest hint of Sean Connery remaining.

'Eh,' said Barney, hesitating. 'The, eh, situation, you know. A bastard. The finger and all that.'

'I know,' she said. 'Any ideas?'

A wee tester to gauge the reaction.

'On what?' said Barney. Hoping she had gone off at a tangent, and was asking if he had any ideas who wrote The Poem. Or maybe, if he had any ideas as to how the two of them could spend the night together.

'How the finger got into Arnie's present,' said Dillinger.

'Oh, aye,' said Barney. The finger.

So there was a serial killer among them, he thought. Bugger it. There was always a serial killer; I'm in the mood for love.

'Someone's just having a wee joke,' he said. 'Pretty funny, really, when you think about it,' he added, smiling.

How could he get off the subject and on to more interesting matters such as sleeping arrangements and the hasty removal of women's underwear?

'You think it's funny?' she asked. Perhaps there was something of the serial killer about him after all. 'It was a real finger, Barney. Someone, somewhere, is missing it.'

'Aye, but they'll have another nine. I mean, how many d'you need?'

Smooth. Very smooth. She looked at him in a particular way.

'I'm glad you think this is amusing, Mr Thomson,' she said.

Mr Thomson! An arrow in Barney's heart, and he could feel the pain as sure as if the metal point had just plunged into his chest.

'No, no,' he said quickly. 'I didn't mean it like that, you know. Honest I didn't. I just meant...' God, I don't know. I just meant that I'm a total Muppet. I've forgotten how to relate to women, and I'm a bag of nerves. 'I don't know what I meant.'

He looked into the fire and she looked into his eyes. Could see the hopelessness there and could not associate the callousness of the words with the pusillanimity in the face. She didn't know what took hold of her, or what it was that so dissipated the suspicions of a minute earlier; but she gently touched his hand and squeezed his fingers.

'I understand,' she said.

Zing! Barney looked up at her. At last, suddenly, getting what he'd wanted, despite himself. Zing! I'm in the mood for love! And a million cheesy-listening songs broke out in Barney's head. I'm Errol Flynn, he thought. I'm Casanova. I'm Cyrano de Bergerac without the noggin. I'm John Malkovich in Dangerous Liaisons. I'm Joey in Friends. I'm alive! I'm Frankenstein's monster without the chip on his shoulder. I'm Peter Boyle. I'm Boris Karloff. I'm Robert de Niro.

Yet, despite the general goofiness of his thoughts, his face displayed nothing, as was ever his way. Still too early to get carried away. And the look he returned to her was as sad as the one she gave him; and he responded to her touch.

Something made Dillinger turn her head; and there in the doorway to the lounge, wiping his hands free of chalk on a dry rag, was Arnie Medlock. Eyes piercing, a look that could kill.

Her heart fluttered but she did not remove her hand from Barney's. Their eyes engaged for a while, then Medlock turned his back and was gone. Dillinger stared after him, briefly caught the eye of Socrates McCartney, who watched the action suspiciously from a corner afar, then looked back into the fire.

The flames hissed and crunched, and the fire slowly growled and emitted small noises as wood slipped and logs diminished.

Barney's eyes were lost within it, and he had not even noticed the attentions of Arnie Medlock. Dillinger stared into the fire and felt quite lost. And did not know that she would never see Arnie Medlock again.

Be Thou My Battle-Shield, Sword For The Fight

––––––––
It was raining hard. Hard like wet stone and hard like a slug from a .45. The river was rising faster than a lump on a bashed skull and it seemed like it'd been raining for a million years. And in some ways, for Jade Weapon, it had been.
There's only one thing to do when it's raining, and raining hard, that's what Jade Weapon had always thought. Get hold of a man, shag the life out of him, and leave him dead in the gutter, 'cause that's where all men belong. So she grabbed the Turkish agent, tore down his pants and rammed his throbbing wet love-stick into her sopping engorged sex-hole.

Proudfoot trampled through the wet undergrowth that ran beside the road, dripping branches brushing against her face, the rain teeming down through the trees on top of her. Imagining what Jade Weapon would do in these circumstances; and knowing full well that Jade would grab Mulholland, wildly thrash about in a sexual frenzy for ten or fifteen seconds, then strangle him with her thighs.

Mulholland marched ahead, head down, no particular destination in mind. They had just passed the petrol station and found it long since closed, as this year's serial killer had known they would. And they had trudged along the road ever since, now almost four miles from where they had been fishing; and where they had found Proudfoot's car refusing to start, her radio refusing to work. It hadn't seemed such a long walk for Mulholland in the bright morning, especially given the few miles he'd hitched on the back of a tractor. Had seemed nothing at all for Proudfoot in her car.

Not sure if anything lay along this road before the mansion where Proudfoot's prey was spending her weekend. Vague memories of a house and a church, but neither of them was sure. And so they plodded on, aimlessly through sodden grass, with no plan and without any idea or care for their direction. A fine metaphor for both their lives.

Someone knew where they were, however. And he lay ahead and waited, his business already taken care of.

'Bloody hell, Mulholland,' said Proudfoot eventually, deciding it was time to be at least part Jade Weapon. 'Maybe we should just go back and wait at the car. One of these rare bastards who keep driving by and completely ignoring us is bound to stop some time.'

He stopped and turned, let her make up the few yards.

'It's bloody miles,' he said. Not angry, not frustrated. Face a blank look of determination; a determination to not care. 'We'll get there, and if you blow your cover with this lassie you're trailing, who gives a shit? You're quitting the force anyway, aren't you?'

She lifted her shoulders. The rain ran off her hair and down her forehead, cascading off the end of her nose. A steady stream of water. She was wearing his jacket, which had long since given up the ghost and was leaking water like the ill-fated 1970's prototype PG Tips overcoat.

'Look at you,' she said. 'Standing there in a jumper. You'll catch your death, for fuck's sake. And I'm not much better in this thing. We shouldn't have even started to walk in the first place. Let's just turn back and go and wait in the motor. It's miles to the house.'

He stared through the rain. She looked gorgeous. Cold face, water streaming all over it – vulnerable, beautiful, gorgeous. And somehow unattainable with it, despite their affections of earlier. And if she was vulnerable, was he the one to protect her?

Catch his death? Might be an idea. He could get ill with respiratory problems, be really cool for a few days like Val Kilmer in Tombstone, and then die. There was a way to go.

Didn't say a word. Just turned back and kept going the way he had been. Proudfoot considered turning away, but did not deliberate long. She couldn't lose him now. And so off she went, head down, charging after him. They could go together to that bloodied police station in the sky, in apathy; cold and wet and hypothermic.

'You're being an Advert Man, you know,' she said, drawing up alongside him.

Head down, he didn't even bother to lift it. Overcome once more by misery, melancholy and grumpiness.

'What?'

'An Advert Man. You know what men are always like in adverts. Stupid. Can't put the toaster on, can't work out how to get stains off the carpet. Can't put their underwear on the right way round. That's what you're like just now. Pig-headedly, blindly, ridiculously, stupidly heading to some place that's bloody miles away, even though you know it's wrong.' Laughing as she said it. Had given in to the rain and the possibility of dying as a result of wet clothes. Started banging her hand against the side of her head and saying 'daaaaaawwhhh'.

Mulholland shook his head and trudged on. Ignoring her, although a smile came to his face for the first time since they'd left the riverbank.

'And you'd be the Advert Woman, I suppose? Smooth, intelligent, cool as fuck and worth it?'

'Too right. Glad you know me so well.'

Equanimity resumed, Mulholland shivered with the cold. The day was turning to night, the temperature beginning to drop, the rain pelting down. His clothes clung to his skin and he dreamt of a hot drink beside a warm fire.

'Why do we always end up bloody freezing?' he asked.

She shivered too, as if being reminded of the cold had increased her sense of it.

'Must be fate,' she said.

Mulholland looked up and stopped immediately. Her head down, bent into the wind, she hardly noticed.

'There's bloody fate,' he said, as the killer's trap opened up before him, large and inviting. They had walked along the given road, and now they would drink in their salvation, and they were in no fit state to see the lair into which they were about to walk.

She stopped and followed his gaze. They had turned a corner, and there in the distance, some half-mile down a long straight stretch of road, was a house, lights in the windows glowing bright.

Relief, redemption, they were saved.

'Think there'll be room at the inn?' asked Proudfoot, as they began the trudge down the road, feet squelching noisily on tarmac.

'Don't give a shit,' said Mulholland. 'If they don't let us in we'll arrest them. Got my badge in that jacket pocket.'

'Thought you'd resigned?'

'I did. But I still have my badge. Thought I'd hang on to it for a year or two.'

And on they plodded through the rain. Trees at the side of the road thinned out, there was no protection at all, and so the rain thundered with unbroken intensity. A wall of water, spanking down in glorious sovereignty, creating pools and small lakes all over. But on they went regardless. The lights got slowly closer, the shape of the buildings ahead became clearer.

A large, detached house, late nineteenth century. And the closer they got, the more clearly they could see the spire of the church which lay some few hundred yards behind the house. A classical spire, reaching up into the gloom, atop a large church, hundreds of years old.

Proudfoot saw it first, Mulholland's eyes rooted to the mud and water, and occasionally the beacon of the lights in front of them.

'See the church?' asked Proudfoot.

'Church?' he said without looking up. 'Think you're dreaming.'

'Could mean that this is a manse. They're bound to ask us in and give us a nice bowl of soup.'

Mulholland's mouth hung open, breathing hard, swallowing rainwater.

'Don't give a shit,' he said. 'It can be a minister, a priest or a bloody hockey-mask-wearing psychopath. I'm going in there, I'm sitting down in front of the fire and I'm having a cup of tea. Don't give a shit if it's a manse.'

'That's the spirit,' she said, plodding after him through the loch.

*** 

Another ten minutes and they found themselves standing outside the door of the Old Manse. Shoes sodden, clothes clinging to them, still in the belly of the storm.

'Your shoes are soaking,' she said, looking down at his feet.

'Aye,' he said. 'Should have kept my waders on.'

'Aye,' she said. 'Shouldn't have left them behind that tree either. The river'll be up and away with them.'

'I'd trade them for a cup of tea at the moment.'

The door opened. A man in his slippered feet stood in the way of the light. C&A slacks, a crew-neck jumper his gran must have knitted for him a long time ago, under which could be seen the edge of his dog collar; a shock of black hair, kind face, blue eyes, white teeth. Young and old at the same time.

'The Lord bless you!' he said, a look of horror on his face. 'What a night to be out. Come in, come in. You can't be standing out there, whoever you are.'

Mulholland and Proudfoot dripped into the house and stood in the middle of the hallway, water pouring off them onto the carpet. Hit by a marvellous wave of warmth and the smell of home cooking. Pictures of rivers on the walls, thick patterned carpet, stairs leading up into the heights of the old manse. Low lights and an air of comfort.

'What has happened to you, in God's name?' asked the vicar. Fussing about, without actually doing anything. 'You're not from around here?'

'We were fishing,' said Mulholland. 'Car broke down, and there was no one at the petrol station.'

He could see into the sitting room, where a fire blazed in the hearth. A cup of tea, something – anything – to eat, and a seat beside the fire. Not even thinking of how they were going to get back.

'At the old river way by?' said the minister, pointing in the direction from which they'd just come. 'That's a fine distance, indeed. You must have been walking for an age.'

He gazed at them for another few seconds; soaked to the skin, water dripping, shoes creating massive puddles on the floor. Mulholland wondered where the wife was; the creator, he presumed, of the wonderful smells emanating from the kitchen.

'Look, you can't just stand there, the two of you. You get your shoes off, because if you walk through the house like yon my wife'll have a fit, God bless her. Jings! I'll go up to the bathroom and get a couple of towels and then I'll see about getting you some clothes.'

And off he went, mincing up the stairs, muttering about the weather and the night and the folly of fishing. They watched him go, then went about removing their shoes and socks without spreading water over a radius of three or four miles.

'Nice old guy,' said Proudfoot. Wouldn't have been surprised to have been chased from the front door, minister or not.

'Recognise him?' asked Mulholland, voice a little lower.

She looked up the stairs, although he had now disappeared into the bathroom.

'Don't think so. Should I?'

'Not sure. Just something about him, about the face. Might have seen him before. Maybe on a case, maybe somewhere else, don't know.'

'Everyone looks like someone,' said Proudfoot, getting to the root of most appearance-based relationships. 'Or maybe he appeared on one of those docu-soaps on TV. Everybody else has.'

The minister appeared at the top of the stairs again, clutching a great pile of thick, cushiony towels, behind which he minced back down the stairs. Shoes removed and dumped in a pile on the welcome mat, they watched him come. Wondering what it was that was creating the smell, and hoping they were going to be offered some of it.

'There you go,' said the minister, handing out towels all round. Light pink for Proudfoot, dark blue for Mulholland. Old-fashioned was the Reverend Rolanoytez.

'Now you two get in there in front of that fire and get out of those wet things. I'll go and get the kettle on, then I'll find you some dry clothes to wear. If only mother hadn't gone out tonight, she'd be in her element. Still, she's left me with a fine rabbit stew for myself, and I'm sure there'll be enough to go around.'

'Thanks a lot,' said Mulholland, 'we really appreciate this.'

'Don't be daft, laddie,' said the minister. 'Don't be daft. The Lord smiles upon us all.' And off he minced towards the kitchen. They watched him go, then dripped their way into the sitting room.

A warm room in every way. Red carpet; walls lined with books and hung with old paintings; velvet curtains; fire roaring and the dinner table set for one, with a small candle burning. And they immediately began to strip off with no sense of embarrassment that he might walk in on them. They were freezing and this indeed was a Godsend.

Clothes off and dumped in a heap, and within a minute they were huddled in front of the fire, wrapped in light pink and dark blue, watching the flames and feeling the warmth and life return to their bodies.

Backs to the door, they didn't see the Reverend Rolanoytez make his way along the hall and back up the stairs. Small mincing steps, until he got to the main bedroom. Flicked the switch and in he went in bright light, hardly giving a thought to the two visitors downstairs. Except he had to find them something to wear, something not too incongruous. The younger ones today, he thought wrongly, they'd want something they liked, regardless of the situation.

'What have we got, then?' he said quietly, and began to rake through the two sets of clothes drawers. 'What have we got?'

Then he started to hum a quiet tune as he went about his business. Be Thou my vision, O Lord of my heart...

Lying on the bed behind him, the real Reverend Rolanoytez and the dear Margaret Rolanoytez said nothing. Had they just been bound and gagged, perhaps they might have tried to make some noise; if they'd dared. But as an extra precaution against the possibility of them alerting the outside world, their throats had been slit, and both lay dead; eyes and mouths open, staring wildly up at the ceiling, faces blue.

Waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.

The Last Supper

––––––––
For the first time in several years there was a subdued atmosphere at the table for the Murderers Anonymous Christmas dinner. Not since Malky Eight Feet tried to grab Jenny Four Stretchmarks' boobs over pudding in 1993, resulting in a free-for-all fist fight, had there been such lack of good-humoured revelry.
Around the table set for eleven, there were three empty chairs. And like a team with three players sent off before the end of the match, those remaining were merely playing out time until dinner was over. However, the night ahead in this blighted house, with creaks and noises and ghosts in every corner, did not invite anticipation.

Barney was on a roll and had his wish; a seat next to Katie Dillinger with the added bonus that the one on the other side was vacant, Arnie Medlock having not returned.

It was a huge round table, elegantly set by Hertha Berlin. Cutlery all over the place and more glasses than you could have claimed at an Esso garage in the late 80's. Around the table from Medlock's vacant chair sat Bobby Dear, Ellie Winters, a gap for Morty Goldman, Socrates McCartney, Annie Webster, Sammy Gilchrist, Fergus Flaherty and a gap for Billy Hamilton.

They had waited long for the missing men to show – the Three Wise Men, Sammy Gilchrist would call them after tasting the prawn cocktail – but eventually they had started on the repast and now, in subdued humour, the merriment of Bing and Frank having finally failed them, they munched their way through turkey and roast potatoes, wee sausages, stuffing, a bit of bacon, cauliflower and Brussels sprouts.

Hertha Berlin appeared as if by magic. Not too concerned whether all her food was eaten, for she knew the handyman would polish off anything that remained. Quite pleased, in her way, that there was not the sort of riotous behaviour she'd been expecting, but was nervous nevertheless.

This crowd gave her a bad feeling and the fact that three of them were missing and out of sight only served to heighten her discomfort.

'Is everything all right for you?' she asked the assembled company, while looking straight at Dillinger. At least Dillinger appeared a solid sort, she thought. Honest. She was not to know that Dillinger had murdered her first four husbands. A knife in the throat every time. The fourth one had cottoned on to the pattern, but too late.

'Aye, thank you, Mrs Berlin, it's fine,' Dillinger said.

Barney watched her lips. Pale, red and full. He could kiss those lips. Right here, right now. Lean the few inches across the table and, if his memory served him correctly, pucker up as if he was drinking a Bud Lite straight from the bottle.

There were a few other nods around the table; a few other comments came to mind, but they all restrained themselves. Except Sammy Gilchrist, released from the presence of Medlock and Goldman, who felt free to air his concerns.

'The prawn cocktail was shite,' he said, 'but the turkey's all right.'

Socrates McCartney laughed; Fergus Flaherty sniggered.

There were one or two embarrassed looks around the table. Hertha Berlin gave Sammy Gilchrist her best Slow Train to Nuremberg look, the light grey hairs on her top lip glinting slightly in the candlelight. Gilchrist did not wilt, however. Morty Goldman and Arnie Medlock may well have intimidated him but he could still stand up to an old woman.

Hertha Berlin gave it her best, then quickly marched towards the door when she realised the stare was getting her nowhere. Out she went, and the door closed behind her with a precise, Germanic click.

'That's 'cause I pissed in it,' she muttered under her breath, making her way back to the kitchen.

Back in the dining room there was an awkward silence, filled only by Bing Crosby, sleigh bells ting-ting-tingling away.

'I thought the prawn cocktail was nice,' said Barney to fill the silence. 'A hint of ammonia perhaps, but you get that with fish sometimes.'

'Tasted like pish to me,' said Gilchrist, and the conversation died away once more.

They stared at the table and listened to some pointless line about coffee and pumpkin pie. Good old Bing. The fire crackled; the Christmas tree sparkled in what, to be frank, was becoming an irritating manner; Ellie Winters blew her nose and was caught inspecting the contents of the hankie by a glance from Bobby Dear.

'Doesn't look as if there's going to be much shagging the night,' said Socrates to bridge the gap.

Another few embarrassed looks around the table. Ellie Winters and Annie Webster stared at their thick slices of roast turkey – covered in Hertha Berlin's own special gravy – and thought that just because Dillinger's boyfriend, the seemingly pubescent Hamilton and the mad Goldman had disappeared, didn't mean that there was not love to be made.

So Annie Webster murmured something to Socrates that no one else could hear, just to keep Sammy Gilchrist on his toes, and gradually conversation broke out around the table. Like smallpox. And each of the inmates reached for their glass, wine was drunk, and tongues would be made gradually more loose.

'You think they're all right?' said Dillinger to Barney, strangely the only person to whom she felt like talking.

Despite the Noddy thing, rather than because of it.

'Who?' said Barney, mind not on the job. Had been wondering whether Fergus Flaherty would suit a Victor Mature or a Tyrone Power '45.

'Arnie,' said Dillinger, slightly annoyed. 'And Billy, and that awful little man, Goldman.'

Barney turned to her, a small piece of cauliflower protruding from his mouth. All sex.

'Are you allowed to say that?' he said. 'You think wee Morty's awful?'

She frowned at him to keep his voice down and glanced around the table. No one had noticed, however, all conjoined in the old black magic of love. Or at least, no one appeared to notice.

'He gives me the creeps,' she said, dropping her voice a little farther. 'I mean, I know it does him some good to come to the group, and I'm afraid of what would happen if we kicked him out, but he gives me the creeps all the same. Can't like everyone, I suppose,' she added, forcing a smile as she said it.

Barney nodded. You can't dislike everyone, that had always been more his way of looking at things. Although there had been times in the past when he'd proved that adage wrong.

'I thought he was all right,' said Barney. 'A bit weird, but that doesn't single him out among this mob, does it?'

Careless words and again Dillinger looked round the assembled throng to see if anyone was listening, but once more her look was ignored and the idle chatter of romance shimmered around the table.

'I suppose not,' she said.

And so dinner progressed, on and on, through the turkey and on to Hertha Berlin's Unique Recipe Christmas Pudding with brandy butter, then the coffee and mints and mince pies.

Barney and Katie Dillinger got along fine, in a one-sided kind of a way, with one of the parties looking for love, and the other looking for absolution. Socrates McCartney decided to take up the fight and engaged Sammy Gilchrist in a battle over Annie Webster, using words as weapons, each trying ever harder to outdo the other with witty throwaways, intellectual debate, and lengthy discussions on the relationship between Titian and tubes; Fergus Flaherty and Bobby Dear, free of the mad intentions of Goldman, vied for the hand of Ellie Winters.

And every now and again, Annie Webster and Ellie Winters exchanged a passing glance.

*** 

'So,' said the minister, 'are you two young lovers married?'

Both Proudfoot and Mulholland had their faces buried in rabbit stew. Cooked with onions, garlic and mixed herbs in half a bottle of red wine. Slow-cook for four to six hours. Food of the gods. Drinking red wine with it, despite initial hesitation after the night before. All going down like a dream. Mulholland in his dead man's clothes; a pair of slacks, by God!, a sweater and comfy shoes which almost fitted. He could have been Ronnie Corbett. Proudfoot in her dead woman's clothes could have been June. From Terry and June, that is, not mad June Spaghetti, who'd murdered a family of fifteen in Kirkcaldy because they wouldn't let her take a short cut through their back garden.

'Not yet,' said Proudfoot, 'but we're going to be.'

Cast a glance the way of Mulholland as she said it, but he showed no reaction to the statement. Up to his neck in Watership Down rejects. Might have thought twice about digging in so readily if he'd known that the meal, while being initially prepared by the moderately kind-hearted Mrs Margaret Rolanoytez, had been finished off by a man who had murdered five people in the past week and a half. And that was not to mention Wee Magnus McCorkindale, whose death now seemed light-years away. Like the Star Ship Voyager or the one-pound gallon of petrol. Remember that? Bastards.

'Any day now,' said Mulholland without looking up, and Proudfoot examined the words and tone in search of sarcasm, but his head was buried in his food, shovelling away like Bart and Homer, and he appeared to be serious.

'Oh, lovely,' said the doppelgänging Reverend Rolanoytez, politely picking away at a small plate of stew. Here was a man who had had his fill earlier. 'Where's the service to be?'

'Don't know yet,' said Mulholland, during a convenient gap in the sprint between the plate and his mouth. 'Might go to Gretna.'

Proudfoot slammed food into her mouth at an almost equal rate. Impressed by Mulholland's seeming willingness to discuss their betrothal. One minute he was for, the next against. That was how it seemed.

Men...

'You don't want to go to that dump,' said Rolanoytez, with unusual vigour. Mulholland looked up at last, colour returning to his cheeks. 'It's for the English and the Americans.' He hesitated to instill the required impression of giving the matter some thought. 'I could marry you here. We've got a lovely church. Beautiful for weddings.'

They looked at each other and back to the faker. No doubt, there was God's light in his eye. A broad smile came to the vicar's face and he clasped his hands together.

'Oh, what a lovely idea,' he said, and the smile broadened. 'You know I was wondering what it was that brought the two of you here, because you know God does not do things for nothing. And now he has spoken. It is kismet, it is the work of the Lord. I must marry the two of you, that is your destiny. That is why God has brought you to me.'

They took a break from the Great Food Race. They looked at Rolanoytez, they looked at one another. The smile in his eyes was infectious. A kind man, wishing to spread the light of God into the hearts of others. Proudfoot could feel the tears begin to well up. Daft, but there you are; she always had cried at moderately emotional points in her life. Like during the final episode of Blake's Seven or when unknowingly spending half the day with her skirt tucked into her pants.

Mulholland looked at her and could see that emotion. Felt it too. Wanted to reach across the table and kiss those warm lips.

'All right,' he said, nodding. 'You on?'

Proudfoot smiled through the first tear that had formed. This was it, they were about to start planning their wedding. She'd found her Lancelot; her hero; her knight in shining armour, her Lothario; her recently divorced, verging on middle-aged, moderately psychotic, grumpy sod.

'Aye,' she said.

'Right, then,' he said. Turned to Rolanoytez. 'When are you free?'

Rolanoytez licked a small amount of potato from his lips. The smile returned, although this time with a devilish, or psychopathic, edge.

'Tonight,' he said.

An instant. Then Mulholland frowned; Proudfoot looked like a kid who'd been offered a pot of paint and a spray gun in the house of a relative she didn't like.

'You can't do that, can you?' said Mulholland.

Rolanoytez laughed, and it sounded joyous and romantic and adventurous.

'Why not? It will be just wonderful! Seize the day, my children. This moment has been presented to us. Grasp it with both hands and do the will of the Lord.'

Mulholland lifted his shoulders and waved his fork around. A small bit of gravy fell to the floor and soaked into the carpet.

'Marriage licence? Posting banns? All that stuff?' he said.

Rolanoytez raised his shoulders and the smile returned to his face.

'And the Lord said, “There is but one moment, and that moment is now.” There would be paperwork to be done next week, but I am God's organ, here to do his bidding. A marriage made in the Lord's house is a true and a just one, and the bonds cannot be broken. You will require a couple of witnesses, and the bond can be made.'

There is but one moment and that moment is now.

Didn't really sound like Jesus, thought Proudfoot. More like Dead Poets Society. Of course, she hadn't stepped into a church since she'd been three, apart from during the case of Davie One Nut, who'd been strapped naked to a statue of the Virgin Mary on his stag night, and had frozen to death by the time he'd been discovered. And so her doubt passed.

Rolanoytez leaned forward, taking the hands of the soon-to-be-happy couple. His face was warm and encouraging and the light of love and hope beamed upon them.

'Do it, my friends. Take the Lord into your hearts and be wed before him.'

Getting carried away with it all. As you do. Not sure about the 'taking the Lord into my heart' bit, thought Proudfoot, but Mulholland looked glorious in the light of the fire and the candles; her James Bond.

'No,' said Mulholland. With infinite finality.

Proudfoot swallowed and sat back. Tears threatened once more. For all his words, when it came to it, maybe he hadn't changed at all. The Reverend Rolanoytez sensed the immediate intrusion of atmosphere and pushed his chair back, lifted his plate.

'Tell you what,' he said, voice filled with heavenly concern. 'Why don't I leave you alone for a minute while you have a wee chat to yourselves?'

He began to walk slowly from the room. And in a moment of cheeky psychosis, he winked at Proudfoot, smiled encouragingly and was gone.

The fire crackled. Mulholland spooned some more stew onto his plate. Head down, he didn't look at her. Knew what she was thinking, but she was wrong. He attempted to order his thoughts, but the sludge in his head was too thick.

Felt her eyes burrowing into him. The grace of another few days before the commitment was made was being snatched away. Ridiculously and absurdly, and he knew instantly that this would all be part of the game. Refuse the blistering romance of this, and Proudfoot would assume fear and lack of interest on his part.

'Well?' she said, the word whipping out.

He looked up. Stew on his lips. Tried not to show what he was thinking.

'It's stupid.'

'Why? What difference does it make? I thought you wanted to get married. You wanted to get married two minutes ago.'

'I know. Just not like this. I mean, we'll still have to go to a registrar, won't we? For all his sanctity of God's house crap, that old fart pronouncing us married in the middle of the night probably won't mean diddley-fuck. So what's the point?'

She threw her arms out. Losing the emotional self-defence.

'It's romantic, for Christ's sake. That's what marriage is supposed to be about, isn't it?'

'It's stupid. Let's take a few days to plan it.'

'Plan what? There's no family, no friends, no honeymoon, no flowers, no walk down the aisle. What's there to plan? This is it, Joel, you either want to do it or you don't.'

He looked her in the eye. Right enough. You either want it, Joel, or you don't. Didn't matter whether it was before an eccentric old minister in the middle of the night or in the cold light of day before a boring stiff in a suit in a registrar's office. The effect was pretty much the same.

'Look,' she said, not letting him away with further protestations. 'I know nothing about the law of it, but it probably means something. We'll be married in a church, for God's sake, and who would have thought that would happen? God's sake, Mulholland, I love you, and you, as far as anyone can tell, probably love me, so who gives a shit if it's the middle of the sodding night, it's pishing down like a whore's pyjamas, and it's probably illegal? Let's just go for it. It's romantic, it's spur of the moment, it's impetuous, it's Jade Weapon. You've walked out on me once before, and if you do it again I'll crush your balls like a dumper truck, you bloody bastard. So let's just, for fuck's sake, cut the crap, stop messing about, and get married.'

Mulholland dabbed the stew from his lips. Their eyes locked together. Hearts beating as one.

'That you quoting Shakespeare again?'

Proudfoot's shoulders collapsed in an emotional heap. Her impassioned plea greeted by the usual male defence to emotion. A cheap gag.

The Reverend Rolanoytez, who had undoubtedly heard every word, returned to the room and sat himself down at the table. God's light still shone in those eyes. He looked from one star-crossed lover to the other; waiting.

'What about witnesses?' said Mulholland, the first to speak.

The Reverend Rolanoytez did not hesitate. The big house lay a couple of miles up the road, and there awaited any number of potential victims.

'A mile or two up the road,' he said. 'It is some way, but I can give you rainwear to see you through the storm. There is a house of some size.'

'We know,' said Mulholland. He looked at Proudfoot, who shrugged.

'Ah, wonderful. There is a party there. A group of some description, on a Christmas weekend away. I'm sure you could find two of them to share in your joy. You could phone, but perhaps for something such as this you might need the personal touch. I shall ready the church. Turn on the heating and light the candles. I shall prepare everything. Finish your dinner and then set out for the house. I shall meet you at the church at eleven o'clock. Oh, dear Lord, it will be joyous!'

This is stupid, thought Mulholland. It was all wonderfully contrived, but the policeman in him was completely wasted.

Why not? he now thought, at last giving in to Proudfoot's emotion. Why not be stupid? He still had another couple of hours to back out. Still had another couple of hours to get lost in the woods.

'Let's do it,' he said. Heart of light and stone.

'You sure?' asked Proudfoot.

'Of course not,' he said, starting to laugh.

The smile spread across her face; tears fell. And the smile spread across the face of the Reverend Rolanoytez's killer. For he knew who would return with them from the big house.

He just knew.

Lesbians Roasting On An Open Fire

––––––––
Post-dinner, the mood for the evening was set. Small groups had dispersed around the house, and the usual Christmas spirit had completely gone. Still no Arnie Medlock, Morty Goldman or Billy Hamilton. Annie Webster and Ellie Winters had finally and firmly nailed their colours to the mast. Ending more speculation than usually surrounds the election of a pope or the draw for the first round of the Champion's League, they had chosen to eschew the host of men, who had gathered to slobber at their doors, and were snuggling down together in front of the dwindling fire.
And so the men had gone their ways, suitably chastened and abandoned in all their masculine impotence. Mince without potatoes. They could have reacted by swarming around Katie Dillinger, but they had been warned off by the look on her face – she was clearly upset by the missing three, which was even worse than her being annoyed – and by the presence at her side of Barney Thomson. The evil Barney Thomson. For all these men had heard about the man; they knew what he'd done in the past, and they were beginning to think that maybe it had been his doing that so many of their number had fallen away. Perhaps he was taking them out, one by one. And so none would cross him, and none would get in the way of his attempted conquest of Dillinger.

Fergus Flaherty the Fernhill Flutist and Socrates McCartney were at the snooker table. Bobby Dear was watching them intently, waiting to play the winner. Developing a strategy.

Sammy Gilchrist was sitting in the lounge, pretending to read a book, keeping his eyes on Ellie Winters and Annie Webster. He'd heard about this kind of thing – of course he had – but he'd never actually seen it done. Wondering if they were going to get stuck in or whether they'd save it for the privacy of their room later on.

Barney and Katie Dillinger sat side by side on a huge sofa, staring at the dying fire; and in Barney's case, trying not to stare at the Webster/Winters combo.

'This is a disaster,' said Dillinger, breaking ten minutes of silence.

Barney slowly nodded. He didn't feel it so badly, but he could see it for what it was. If only he'd known, he could have spent the weekend sitting in the pub with old Leyman, talking about Elvis. Yet he was next to the woman and this evening had brought them closer. This still had potential.

If he could spend the night in the company of someone else, then he would grasp the opportunity. The walls had eyes, darkness had come, and once the lights went out who knew what walked the floors and skulked in secret passageways? And he knew that his nightmare awaited him, for when he finally closed his eyes.

He placed his hand on top of hers, squeezed slightly.

'Don't worry about it. They'll be fine,' he said. Didn't believe a word of it. Everyone in his life got murdered.

She let out a short, bitter little laugh.

'God, I don't know,' she said, but did not remove her hand from his. 'It's the same every year. There are tensions and doubts and anger. Always. But I usually manage to keep it in check. Or Arnie usually manages to keep it in check. Or The Hammer, but God knows what he's up to. I suppose it was bound to go wrong some time. But if one of this lot have done something to Arnie ...' and she let the sentence drift off.

'Arnie can take care of himself,' said Barney, not doubting for even a second that Arnie had already been turned into dog food.

'I'm scared for him,' she said. 'Really scared.'

Barney swooped.

He placed his arm around her shoulder and drew her towards him. It seemed so natural, although he had not had such intimacy with a woman in decades. And Dillinger gave in to the comfort and leaned towards him, resting against his chest.

Bing Crosby was joined by the Andrews Sisters for some mindless piece of Christmas twaddle, and the two unhappy couples snuggled down in front of the fire.

Sammy Gilchrist watched and wondered and waited.

*** 

They struggled on through the rain. Had done a lot of walking and they were both tired, but the meal and fresh clothes had revived them. And now they had waterproof jackets and an umbrella each, and so the relentless downpour did not seem so bad.

'Do you feel swept along by the tide?' asked Proudfoot, to break a long silence.

Mulholland considered his reply. They notice every word, every nuance, he said to himself. Be very careful.

'Aye, I suppose,' is all he could manage. 'And this. Going to a house which is occupied by a known murderer to ask for witnesses to our wedding. How stupid is that? How's it going to look with our lot if Annie pops up and volunteers?'

Proudfoot nodded and stared at the sodden ground. Couldn't the minister just have lifted the phone and brought in a couple of his parishioners? Still, she hadn't liked to say. It was their wedding, after all; it seemed reasonable that they should do some of the work, some of the asking. Perhaps the minister had been worried that someone from his congregation would report him to the Out of Hours Church Use Police.

'Don't care,' she said. 'I'm pretty sure I'm not going back, so what can they do to me? And they can't bring it out in the open because, to be honest, a lot of the stuff we've been up to in the last five months is illegal. I hope she does volunteer. God, who knows, maybe the bloke she killed asked for it. She's seemed nice enough to me these last few months.'

'Aye, but look at your judgement. You're marrying me.'

Proudfoot laughed and took him more tightly by the arm. Did not notice the tension in response.

'I've never had any judgement,' she said. 'That's why I joined the police.'

'Ah. The perfect officer.'

She laughed again and at the same moment saw the lights ahead through the trees. The house awaited them. More warmth and more comfort. She hoped. Never knew what sort of crowd they might encounter on a weekend away. Particularly when one of them was Annie Webster.

Immediately felt the possibility of embarrassing rejection. Turning up at someone else's party at nine-thirty on a Sunday night with an absurd request. Who the hell was going to want to come out on a night such as this?

Nervously aware of the tightrope of indecision along which her husband-to-be was walking.

'And I always thought you were in the zone,' he said, to take his mind off the inevitable. 'At least, when you weren't reading crap magazines and listening to pish music.'

'No, not me. I don't think I've ever been in the zone,' she said.

'Me neither,' said Mulholland. 'Unless it was when I scored a hat-trick for the Cubs against the 150th when I was nine. Certainly haven't been in the zone since I joined the polis.'

The house approached; inching its way towards them through the trees. Until, suddenly it seemed, it was there before them, huge and grey and sombre in the night, at the end of the long driveway. And they walked past where they'd spent the previous night, an age ago, and began the trudge down the driveway. Slowing down as they went, as neither particularly relished the thought of turning up at the house of a stranger. They were enjoying the walk, and maybe there was a feeling that what they were about to do would change things completely, and not just because they would be married.

'Maybe,' said Proudfoot, 'I hit the zone when I slept with every member of the first and second rugby fifteens in one weekend when I was in the sixth year. I was pretty hot back then.'

They walked on. Mulholland cast a sideways glance. Just the sort of information you want to receive on your wedding day. Such shredded emotions as his couldn't really compute the information quickly enough, however.

'Oh,' was all he said.

'I made that up,' she said after a while.

'Oh.'

'Honest.'

'That's good. I don't really think that's a zone, anyway. It's more of a planetary system than a zone. Still, you must have been very proud.'

'I didn't actually do it. I said that. I made it up.'

'Right.'

Their travels brought them to the front door; and out of the rain under the shelter of the porch, where Barney and his fellows had stood the previous evening. So close to this nest of vipers, this grand house of criminality, that had they been in any sort of zone themselves they might have sensed it. Evil lurked within. But they had both left their police zone a long way behind.

'You still love me?' she asked, as Mulholland rang the bell.

Love? The question came winging its cherub's way towards him. Who mentioned love? A jokey question, but you know what women are like, he thought. Laced with meaning.

Did he love her? Is that what this was all about? Charging through the night in the pouring rain to get married at midnight in the company of strangers. If not love, then what was it? Would I die for her? he wondered, for that was a way to judge. Would I give anything for her to be happy? Is she more important to me than life itself; and Partick Thistle?

He looked into her eyes, pale and grey in the dim light.

*** 

Not much else to say. Dillinger and Barney snuggled up on the couch, unsure of the horrors that awaited them in the night. She knew Arnie – at least, she thought she knew Arnie – she knew he would not just leave them. Something had happened to him, and if Arnie wasn't safe from one of their crowd, then neither were any of them.

She didn't know Barney, but she could tell a good and honest man by his face. She would stay with him tonight. If something romantic happened, then it happened, but she was not giving it thought. She needed succour and Barney was her man.

The doorbell rang, the grating bell slotting nicely in between Suzy Snowflake and The Snowman. Dillinger started slightly at the noise and sat up. Looked at her watch. Barney sat up with her, while the others in the room ignored it. Webster and Winters were becoming ever more comfortable; Sammy Gilchrist ever more engrossed.

'God,' she said, 'who do you think this is going to be?'

Barney shrugged. 'Probably some of the old housekeeper's mates. Come to drag her out on a Sunday night. Some big Germanic gang of goosestepping lunatics, off to invade somewhere for the evening. See if they can hang onto it longer than they hung onto Poland.'

'I've got a bad feeling about this,' she said, ignoring him. 'Something's not right. I'm going to get it.'

'Just leave it,' said Barney. 'It'll be for the ...'

And he didn't bother completing the sentence, for she was already scuttling through the lounge and out into the hall. He shrugged and slouched back down into the sofa. Thought he was unconcerned, but from nowhere the hairs began to rise on the back of his neck. Suddenly the one-eyed sheep, hung by its neck, swinging in the wind, came into his head. Sitting with Dillinger, he had managed to push it from his mind, but now it was back. The hanging sheep, the shuffling from behind, the presence of Death at his shoulder. The prayer for his soul. It all awaited him; and he felt the cold.

How immune he had become to it all, these last two years. Before all this had started, if he had found himself staying in a creepy old house with a group of convicted or unconvicted murderers, some of whom had gone missing, he would've been running. Now it almost seemed mundane. But the feeling of doom that had suddenly crept upon him was something to concentrate his mind. He'd had it for a few weeks now, and it was nothing to do with his current situation. Yet perhaps where he was, who he was with, would be the promulgator of events that were the making of the dream.

He stood and looked round at the door, knowing that someone would be brought into the house. Didn't know who, didn't know what effect it would have upon him, just knew that they would play a part in the unfolding of his future.

His heart beat no faster, for he had become impervious to moments of tension. And perhaps it was time for him to leave this life, for he had no lust for it any longer. Not that he'd ever had, but at least before he'd been stuck in his rut. Now, freed from that and emancipated in the world to do anything he chose, he had found that freedom was not for him either; yet the thought of returning to his rut was impossible. Not after he had seen what lay outside. Couldn't stand freedom, couldn't face the oppression of normal life.

But it was the dread of what came next, that undiscovered country, which ailed him. Once again he felt the hand at his shoulder, and he looked towards the door as it slowly swung open.

Four people walked into the room, Barney's mouth opened a little, and at last his heart skipped and jumped and picked up a little pace. Dillinger, followed by a man and a woman, with Hertha Berlin bringing up the rear offering tea and Christmas cake to the weary travellers.

Mulholland and Proudfoot quickly took in the room with the well-practised eye of the detective. The Christmas tree, the vanishing fire, the lesbians on the floor, the crazed and demented Sammy Gilchrist, lusting after the two lesbians on the floor. And the well-known, ever so popular, everybody's favourite serial killer, Barney Thomson, showing all his bottom teeth. Not the magnificent sparklingly white teeth of a dreadful chewing-gum advert, but white all the same. Good teeth. Hadn't had to visit the dentist in seventeen years.

'Bugger me! Barney?' said Mulholland. 'Barney flippin' Thomson. What the fuck are you doing here?'

Barney stared into the eyes of the law. They'd let him go once, but now that there was a new series of murders in the city and he was once more a suspect, would they be so forgiving? Assumed they must have come looking for him, and was therefore confused by the question. But they were here now, and so was he with his band of happy thieves. The last thing he could do, whether he actually liked many of these people or not, was tell them the nature of their group.

The glum Barney was as confused as ever when put on the spot. And so he said the first thing that came into his head.

'Don't know,' he muttered.

Don't Suppose It Can Get Any Weirder Than It Already Is

––––––––
Annie and Ellie were overcome by ardour. Two women, a tender passion. Lips meeting in soft caress; pale cheeks glowing by the fading light of the fire. They didn't even notice the arrival of the newcomers. Hands held lightly against cheeks, fingers running against the firm outline of a breast.
Jade Weapon opened fire with her World War II Bren gun, riddling the screaming lesbians full of lead. The blood poured from them and soaked swiftly into the carpet as their voices screamed in tortured agony. If there was one thing Jade Weapon hated more than men, it was lesbians.

Proudfoot looked quizzically at them. Annie Webster, in the midst of another woman. Hadn't betrayed any signs of that kind of behaviour in the previous five months. Not that it changed anything. Proudfoot shrugged, then turned back to Barney Thomson, a man she thought she'd never see again. Mulholland stared at Sammy Gilchrist, but his mind was not switched on and he thought nothing of him.

Yet Gilchrist wilted under the gaze and could spot the police a mile off. Took the executive decision to walk casually from the room; then stood barely out of sight behind the door into the snooker room, so that he could hear everything. Including the quiet sucking noises from the amorous couple.

'So would you like some tea or not?' asked Hertha Berlin.

They were plucked from their respective contemplations. Still full up from the vast meal they'd had fed to them; but a cup of tea on a wet night is always welcome.

'That'd be nice,' said Mulholland.

'Cake?'

'Sure. Anything would be nice.'

'Right you are,' said Berlin, and off she went, making her way to the kitchen. Where the handyman ate his supper, his fifth meal of the day.

The door closed once more on the small group. Dum-de-dum, the usual stuff from the CD player. We three kings of Orient are ... dum-de-dum-de-dum ... On sang  Bing, in his relentless search for Christmas cheer. Bless him. The fire died slowly, the happy couple smooched, Sammy Gilchrist lurked in the snooker room, where Fergus Flaherty and Socrates McCartney continued to muddle their endless way through a four-and-a-half-hour frame of snooker while Bobby Dear awaited his turn; the clinking of balls drifting through to the lounge.

'You know each other, then?' asked Dillinger.

'Aye,' said Barney, hoping that Mulholland wouldn't explain the situation.

'Aye,' said Mulholland, 'we've had dealings in the past. Small world, Barney.'

'Aye,' Barney said again. Didn't like to venture anything further.

Polis, thought Dillinger. Written all over them in letters a gazillion miles high. And she'd just let them into the house without so much as a word. However, there was something a bit different about them. Somehow it was obvious that the edge had gone.

'What's the set-up here?' asked Proudfoot. Wouldn't have taken even a moderate detective to know that there was something behind this odd collection of people.

Barney hesitated. Never had been much good at handling the police, and certainly not when they'd just been thrust upon him.

Dillinger shrugged. 'We're AA,' she said. 'Bearsden branch.' Then realized as the words were coming out of her mouth that there were signs of alcohol consumption all around the room. 'This is our Christmas weekend away. Just a bit of fun. Have the odd drink. Group policy, and we can all keep an eye on each other. Seems to work.'

Mulholland nodded. 'So you're hitting the sauce, Barney?'

Barney stared into the headlights. Eventually said, 'Aye, aye. You know how it is. Bit of a strain all that monastery stuff.'

'Know what you mean,' said Mulholland. 'Downed a few quintuples myself in the last year.'

'So what are you doing down here, then?' asked Barney.

The door opened and in came Hertha Berlin, almost unnaturally quickly. As if she'd been expecting to serve tea for two. She breezed through the lounge and set the tray down on the table. Tea, milk, sugar and a variety of cakes and biscuits that the handyman – who was currently devouring a double giant extra jumbo whopper burger with chips, down in the heart of the kitchen – had forgotten to eat.

'Thanks a lot,' said Proudfoot. Vaguely suspicious of the whole set-up, including Hertha Berlin. Would still drink the tea, however.

There was an odd sucking noise from the happy couple, Bing moved on to It came upon a midnight clear, and Berlin strode purposefully from the room.

'We quit,' said Mulholland. 'Well, I quit. Not certain that Proudfoot has completely made her mind up yet.'

Swung her a look.

'Sure I have,' she said.

'Oh,' said Barney. Sammy Gilchrist raised an eyebrow. Didn't believe it.

'And we're going to get married.'

'Oh,' said Barney. 'I thought you two were shagging, right enough.'

'Congratulations,' said Dillinger, still eyeing them with a degree of suspicion. Ex-polis, that explained a thing or two. Still, you couldn't trust them even when they were dead, never mind just because they'd retired. She should know; she'd been married to one. Until she'd killed him.

'Thanks,' said Mulholland.

'When's the big date?' Dillinger asked.

Mulholland took the cup of tea that Proudfoot thrust into his hand, then looked at his watch.

'Tonight,' he said. 'In just over an hour.'

The others looked at the clock on the mantelshelf.

'You're getting married at eleven o'clock on a Sunday night?' said Dillinger.

Barney got the strange sensation of a colony of bugs marching up his back; he shivered and stared at the floor. You don't get married at eleven o'clock on a Sunday evening. This had to be wrong. It was bizarre, unnatural, and you'd think they'd realize. Or was he only feeling this because he himself was on edge?

Mulholland shrugged; Proudfoot smiled from behind her cup. Young and in love; and not thinking very clearly.

'Aye,' said Mulholland, 'it's a bit daft, but you have to grasp these moments. We'll tell you about it on the way.'

'What do you mean?' said Barney and Dillinger in harmonic unison. The perfect couple.

'We're getting married at a church a mile or two down the road. Don't have all the paperwork and all that, but we're going to do the religious part and then get the paperwork sorted out next week. The minister's a bit odd, but enthusiastic. A lovely man. All we need are a couple of witnesses.'

Mulholland cast a glance around the room, and through to the snooker table. Just how insane was this whole thing going to get?

Getting married on a whim? Not entirely unreasonable. If he hadn't gone off his napper six months ago, he and Proudfoot would have been together for a year by now, and might well have been married already. But Barney Thomson as a witness? Just how insane was that? And he looked at the two lovers in front of the fire, and knew he was getting nowhere with either of them. Another glance at the suspicious characters in the snooker room. Looked at Barney and shrugged.

Barney shook his head. For the first time in his life his brain moved quickly and everything fell into place. Like a punch from the 60's Ali, like a twenty-mile-wide meteor in the face, like a thunderbolt from the gods fired from on high, it hit him. A church, late at night, this strange company he kept.

He'd been wondering all along what the dream meant and what events could possibly lead to it having some sort of significance. And here he was in a strange old house, with a collection of murderers and psychotics, and now two punch-drunk ex-police officers; and they were taking him off to a church in the middle of the night.

This was it for him. And his face began to lose colour as the others stared at him; the smile that had come with the suggestion, dying on Dillinger's face as she watched. And the thoughts worked themselves out and clarified themselves, and he made his decision. If this was the way things were planned out, then there was nothing else to do but to walk headlong into those plans. Running and avoiding would only delay the inevitable.

'What?' asked Mulholland, having watched the thoughts run and gather in Barney's head.

'Nothing,' he said. 'Nothing. You two sure about this? You want the greatest serial killer ever to walk the planet to be a witness at your wedding?'

Mulholland laughed.

'Come on, Barney. If anyone other than you knows that all the stuff in the papers is nonsense, it's us. You're a big jessie.'

Barney laughed sadly and shook his head. A life less bloody ordinary than this had anyone ever known? Weird as damn fuck, right to the end. If the end this was to be.

'How d'you meet the minister?' he asked 'When did you decide to get married? What's the story?' For they could not surely just be getting married to suit his dreams. They could not have been sent to the monastery in search of him a year ago to end up at this moment. A pishing wet, bleak Sunday in Advent, surrounded by all sorts of psychopaths and ne'er-do-wells.

'No time for the Spanish Inquisition, my friend,' said Mulholland. 'To be honest, and I think I speak for us both, we're a bit fucked up, but we've decided to go for it. Seizing the blinking day and all that. Never been a better reason to get married. You coming? We'll tell you everything, such as it is, on the way there.'

Barney stared back. What were his options? Accept his fate, and at least approach it head on, eyes open – even if he didn't know exactly what he was looking for – or stay here with the merry band of thugs in this house of demons.

He shrugged, attempting an air of lightness he did not feel. It was time to face the nameless fear and to accept his fate. A brave man. It was not as if he had run from it these past few weeks; he had merely been waiting for it to show its hand. And now it awaited him, poised like a coiled snake, to strike him down.

'Count me in,' he said. 'I owe you.'

'Thanks,' said Mulholland. 'Appreciate it, mate.' Then he turned to Dillinger and shrugged at her. 'Sorry, ma'am, don't know your name. What d'you think? Don't really want to split up the happy couple,' he added, nodding in the direction of the Winters/Webster combo, slobbering away in phallic envy.

Dillinger swallowed and looked around the lounge. Bing trudged wearily into another bloody Christmas number; the fire waned; the tree sparkled, the lesbians snuggled on the floor, oblivious to everything, and everyone else was gone. In previous years the second night had been a riotous party – copious drinking, mad dancing, laughter, arguments, ebullience, games, idiocy, joie de vivre. A party, and a bloody good and noisy one at that, regardless of the low numbers. But this? It seemed almost to be admitting defeat to walk out on the evening, but then who was left? Of the other ten, Barney was about to go, three were missing, four had retired to the snooker room, and the two women had very definitely nailed their passion to the bedpost for the night.

She could join the men in the snooker room, but somehow it all seemed so pointless. And as she stood and looked around this depleted room, she considered that perhaps she was looking at the end of the Murderers Anonymous group she had run for over ten years.

'Aye, all right,' she said. 'I'd like that. Haven't been to a wedding in years.'

Mulholland swigged his tea; still too hot for such violent swallowing, and it burned his tongue.

'Brilliant,' he said. 'It's all coming together. We should get going, mind you. Don't want to keep the minister waiting. And it'll give us less chance to change our minds.'

Barney swallowed. His life awaited. No time for second thoughts, no time now for repentance. He must face what the future had to offer him. Katie Dillinger bowed her head in similar resignation. This group she had fought so long to keep together had fallen apart before her eyes in just a few short hours. She intended to be back that night, but somehow it felt as if she was walking away forever.

'I'll get my coat,' she said. A voice of melancholy, that Mulholland could read despite the strange mental fugue by which he'd been afflicted. He stopped her with a touch to the arm; had no idea of the thoughts and regrets coursing through her head.

'We appreciate it,' he said. And she half smiled, turned and walked slowly from the room.

They watched her go in curious solemnity, her mood communicated to both Mulholland and Proudfoot. A check on their good humour. The weight of the night fell upon them and they shared the gloom of Barney and of Katie Dillinger and of the house.

'Is there a bathroom I can use?' asked Proudfoot, staring at the floor, the rich warmth of the carpet.

'Out there, second door on the left,' said Barney, before Mulholland could ask how the hell he was supposed to know whether or not there was a bathroom.

This time they both watched Proudfoot go; small steps; she was tired. Fingers moving on her left hand, head down. Beautiful, even from behind, Mrs Rolanoytez's coat too large and old for her, dragging damply on the floor.

'When did you decide to get married, then?' asked Barney, beginning to walk towards the hall in search of his own coat.

'Last night,' said Mulholland.

'Right,' said Barney. 'Stunning.'

Couldn't think of anything else to say. Mind on other things, his brain pulled in a hundred different directions; yet all of them down.

'So why did you try to hand yourself in?' asked Mulholland. 'We let you go, for God's sake. What was the problem?'

Barney shook his head as they passed out into the hall. Behind them, one of Annie Webster's eyes flicked open to watch them go. She followed them out of the room, then closed it again and delved back into the amorous arms of Ellie Winters.

Annie had relationship issues that could usually only be resolved with a knife.

'Couldn't hack it,' said Barney, reaching for his coat. 'Just couldn't settle anywhere. Went from place to place, but nowhere seemed to be for me. So eventually, I just thought, bugger this, I can't run all my life. Decided to come back to Glasgow and hand myself in. Course, I gets back here and no bastard wants me. They all think I'm an impostor. So, what the hell, eh? It's not like I give a shite after all I've been through.'

Dillinger appeared beside them, coat buttoned, face heavy. About to walk out on the herd. Desert the sinking ship. Get a transfer to Rangers just before your team gets relegated.

'We ready?' she said.

Mulholland was still staring at Barney, thinking about what he'd said. Because what had he just created for himself but a life such as the one that Barney had turned his back on? They were different people, certainly, but perhaps the results would be the same. He imagined he could just walk away from life, and that his days would somehow be filled, but what if every life needed structure? What if his life needed structure? Would he find himself turning up at Maryhill police station in ten months' time asking for his job back? And would they look at him and ask who he was?

'Just waiting for Proudfoot,' he said.

He was getting married. That would give him some purpose. And the doubts set in, and he wondered.

He stared at the floor, the rich tapestry of a 60's brown-and-orange carpet. A hideous carpet. The 60's and 70's had a lot to answer for, he thought, as he let his mind wander off in positive distraction.

Footsteps. Les trois misérables raised their heads and stared at Socrates McCartney. Shaggy and smiling.

'Did I hear youse say there's going be a wedding?' he said.

Mulholland nodded. 'Aye.'

'Right,' said Socrates. 'Stoatir. Don't mind if I join youse? I love weddings. Think it's got something to do with the fact that I made such a bollocks of my own.'

Mulholland looked at him and did the shoulder thing.

'Sure,' he said. 'Don't suppose it can get any weirder than it already is.'

*** 

Proudfoot washed her hands and stared into the mirror. She could see the tiredness in her face, the beginnings of lines and wrinkles which she would never lose. Used to be beautiful, that's what she told herself these days, although she'd never thought it at the time. The first sign of grey in her fringe, and the now common signs of defeat and depression in her eyes.

She had lived her life not knowing what she wanted, and it had never seemed a problem before. This last year had brought it out into the open, however. Here she was, drifting aimlessly. The odd pointless affair, the continuing pointless job. And now, to be married.

She swallowed, splashed more water on her cheeks, then looked at her dripping face in the mirror. Where did you go, Erin Proudfoot?

And although it was within the line of sight of the mirror, she was so suddenly gripped by a peculiar sorrow that she did not notice the tiny panel in the bathroom wall pushed back into place.

Her husband-to-be awaited. And so she reached for the towel, dried her face, then spent another few seconds looking into the eyes that once she'd known. It was time to start the rest of her life. And all she had to do was shake off the burden of melancholy and she could be happy...

And the figure who had watched her these last couple of minutes in the bathroom, who had gazed eagerly upon the soft white skin of her legs, who had licked his lips in anticipation and hunger, who had recognized her for the police officer that she was, made his way slowly down the secret passageway that ran throughout the house. And he smiled, and his tongue twitched, and he tightly gripped the knife in his right hand, and already thought he could taste the blood.

For he was about to make his move.

The Sorrow Of Hertha Berlin

––––––––
'I tell ya, honey, if there's one thing gets up my ass, it's milk floats.'
Hertha Berlin walked in on the handyman, up to his eyes in food and drink. Shovelling away the remains of the day's repasts. A small dollop of mayonnaise at the corner of his mouth and a milk moustache. He took another large bite from his sausage burger and pointed the glass of milk at Berlin.

'You're looking way too serious, honey. Come and sit yourself down and I'll talk to you about milk floats.'

'There's something going on,' she said 'Something serious.'

He took another large bite, even though his mouth was still full.

'Sure there is, honey, and it's me eating my supper. Come and join me. Put your feet up.'

She shook her head and started to fuss around the room. Something to tell him with which he was not going to be too pleased. Should have discussed it with him before she'd done it, but she knew he would have talked her out of it. Had to be done though. Just had to be.

'Something serious with that lot up by,' she said. 'There's something funny going on.'

'Thing is,' he said, spraying a couple of small pieces of tomato onto the table, 'they obviously just don't spend money on milk float technology in this country. Here we are, the beginning of the third goddam millennium, and we've done all sorts of different shit. There's been men on the moon, there's digital TV, there's electric toothbrushes – hell, they're even cloning goddam pigs, for Chrissake – but we still can't get a milk float to safely convey five hundred pints of the stuff quicker than fifty goddam yards every three days. Those damned things just clog up the roads. Pain in the ass.'

'I really ought to tell you something.'

'Course, it's not really the technological aspects of it that's the problem. In the States they've got milk floats can do nought to sixty in under three seconds, without breaking a bottle. The problem is, you people are too damned interested in saving money. That's all you're about.'

Hertha Berlin had started pacing; biting her bottom lip, rubbing her thumb into the palm of her hand. The handyman bit massively into another burger, even though he hadn't finished the one he still had bits of in his mouth.

'You're no' listening to me,' she said, no longer looking at him. On the other side of the kitchen, staring at the cold stone floor.

'Sure I'm listening, honey. I'm just not interested. Those folks upstairs can just keep themselves to themselves far as I'm concerned. I'm talking about milk floats, baby. You see, you can tell a lot about a country from their milk floats ...'

'Would you listen!' she suddenly snapped. Tongue like a snake, zipping out. Eyes blazing, with fear and worry as well as annoyance. He did go on sometimes, her handyman. Her glorious, wonderful handyman.

The glorious, wonderful handyman giggled. Showed the pieces of burger bun stuck to his teeth.

'Sounds like you must be menstruating, honey. Thought you were too old for all that shit. Obviously everything's still in fine working fettle, eh? What d'ya say, honey?'

'I've called the police,' she said quickly, just to get it out. Let the words out into the open and braced herself for the reaction. Should have discussed it before I did it, she thought, and repeated the phrase over and over in her head.

He paused, ninety per cent eaten burger in one hand, twenty-three per cent eaten burger in the other. A soggy cornflake – Berlin knew that the handyman liked all kinds of things in his burgers – dropped from his mouth and onto the table. Some strange liquid concoction that he was intending for his late supper came to the boil on the huge old Aga which steamed away in the corner.

'What? You're kidding me. You called the Feds? Why the damned screaming children of Moses did you call the Feds? You know what you've done? We can't have the damn Feds all over the joint.' He stood up, pushing his chair back from the table. Stretched his hands out in appeal to her, a burger in each.

'I had to. There's something not right, you know?' she said, voice pleading.

'What? What's not right? What are you saying, honey? You called the Feds and said “Excuse me, there's something not quite right, can you send a SWAT team?” You said that? What?'

'Surely you can see it. They're a funny bunch and no mistake. Three of them have gone missing, you know that? I mean, why come all the way down here from the Big Smoke, and then not eat your dinner?'

The handyman waved a burger.

'You called the police and said that some of our guests didn't eat dinner? That's an offence in this country?'

'It's not just that,' she said. Rattled. Confused. Wondering whether she was going to look stupid when the police arrived.

'What, then? Someone look at you funny? Did you not like somebody's aftershave? What? I said you must be menstruating.'

'There's those two strangers just arrived. I didn't like the look of them. And now there's three from our lot left with them to go down to the kirk.'

The handyman spread his arms, shrugged, seemed to relax. 'At last, I can see your point. Going to church on a Sunday. That is criminal.'

The calm before the storm.

'What is the matter with you! Who cares if they go to the damned church? I don't care. I don't care if they go to the damned church. Jesus, I'm just a bigga bigga bigga hunka nerves right now, honey. A big hunka nerves.'

'The phone lines are down!' she said, ever more exasperated. 'I had to use Mr Thornton's mobile.'

'Jeez Louise, baby, there's a storm a-blowing out there. These damned lines are always down.'

'There's more.'

He dropped his shoulders, let his expressive burgers fall to his side. He breathed deeply and let the air slowly out through his nose. Finally gave her the time of day. He did, after all, have a soft spot for Hertha Berlin.

'Go on, honey, I'm listening to ya.'

'One of the strangers,' she said. 'I was listening at the door, and he said that the minister down at the kirk was a lovely man. A lovely man, I tell you, that's what he said.'

'And?'

'Well, everyone knows the Reverend Rolanoytez is a total bastard.'

The handyman was not sure what to do. So he took a large but unfulfilling bite from one of his burgers. Technically an illegal immigrant, unknown to the taxman and with more people to hide from than just the authorities, the handyman could have done without the unwanted attentions of the police. Not if they were going to start snooping around his business. He crammed the last of both burgers into his mouth, so that his fat cheeks were huge and bloated and misshapen, then pushed his seat away and walked around the table.

'Ighths tgmhhym tghg ghhgh, hchughny,' he said.

Hertha Berlin stared at him, much in the same way as she'd once stared at Dr Jorg Franks in the heart of the Brazilian jungle.

The handyman chewed quickly, swallowing large chunks of something which could almost pass as meat. Soon finished, he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

'It's time to go, honey,' he said. 'I can't wait for these guys. And when the Feds arrive, I'd appreciate it if you didn't mention my name.'

My God, what have I done? Hertha Berlin looked stone-faced across the kitchen at the man she had loved these past twenty years or so. A silent adoration, and now one pointless, stupid act and he was about to leave. Did not even think of rushing to the phone and calling them off, for he had nailed his colours firmly to the mast. Giving her instructions on what to do when the police arrived. Not a thought of asking her to go with him. But then, why should he? She was an unattractive old woman in her seventies. Older even than her years, after all the things she'd seen. Wrinkled and pale, ugly grey hair and the definite substance of a moustache. Humourless and severe in equal measure, which no lightness of thought or heart would ever be able to penetrate. Why should this man who had been with so many women show even the slightest interest in her?

For years she had contented herself with what she had. She saw him every day, she cooked for him, they talked. What more could she ask for? There were millions out there who would die for the same privilege. And now, with one thoughtless act, she had tossed it all to the wind.

'Of course not,' she said. Voice stern, as ever.

The handyman nodded and strode quickly to the door, muttering as he went, 'Probably done me a favour, honey. I shoulda left this place years ago.'

He paused in the doorway; her heart fluttered in an instant of hope, then leapt as he turned and looked at her.

Say something! Say anything! If not you, then I must, she thought. But words of hope or appreciation or love or even desperation were not her words, and in an instant the moment would be gone.

He nodded at her, and could not think of much to say to this woman who had been his cook for over twenty years. As stern and unforgiving as the first day he'd seen her. He wrongly assumed that she had hated cooking every meal she'd ever had to make for him. That was what everyone had always assumed by the cold front to the unbeknown warm heart of Hertha Berlin.

'Thanks, honey,' said the handyman.

Berlin's mouth opened and not so much as a breath was released. The handyman gave her a few seconds and was not surprised by the frosty heart presented to him. And so, with a nod of the head, he was gone.

The door closed, the handle clicked loud in the silence. Hertha Berlin stood and looked at the end of her sad little fantasies and dreams.

He would not be gone immediately. He would be down to his house to pack the few essentials she knew he kept close to his heart. There was time yet to go after him, to tell him everything she felt. But she could sit there for a hundred years and never think of a reason for him to be interested in her.

And so she dropped down into the warm seat that he had just vacated, pulled it up to the table, rested her elbows in among the burger crumbs and pieces of tomato, held her head in her hands and, for the first time in over sixty years, her face wrinkled in emotion, her chest heaved, and she began to sob.

But no tears came, so she would not even have that release. So many years of suppressed emotion and she was a tangle of conflicting thoughts and passions and jealousies and sorrows. The man she loved was gone, and she could not even weep for him.

Hertha Berlin hung her head low.

And They Walked On In Silence, Down The Road Darkly...

––––––––
... four forlorn figures, heads bowed into the falling rain. And Socrates.
Barney contemplating the immediate future, feeling sure that his ultimate fate awaited him. There was a point to every recurring dream, and now it stood before him, arms open, ready to welcome him into its evil fold for all eternity.

Katie Dillinger contemplated the future of her group, which she had moulded and cajoled and inspired for years. On the verge of falling to pieces, or perhaps having already done so. Maybe it had all been much more to do with Arnie Medlock than she'd supposed. And now that he had suddenly disappeared, all cohesion was gone. He'd been the glue that had bound them together, not herself, as she'd always thought. No more Arnie, and the group was dead. She realised it, as finally and surely as Hertha Berlin had realised that she would never see the handyman again. And that Arnie had been murdered by one of the group, of that she was equally convinced. It was not like him to just disappear. A good man, Arnie Medlock.

Mulholland contemplated the future. Marriage. Every day, more or less, with Erin Proudfoot. A big decision, made as easily as deciding on breakfast cereal. A lifetime of compromise, not getting everything, or anything, you wanted. Children? Hadn't even discussed it, but then didn't all women want children? It was one of their things. They want to sleep with Sean Connery, they want at least ten children, and when they hit sixty they start knitting. Mulholland had them sussed, and now he was about to commit himself to one for the rest of his life. That seemed a very, very long time.

Proudfoot wondered if she'd like a boy or a girl.

Concentrating on the offspring question, because she didn't want to contemplate the reality of what she was about to do. Commit to someone for the rest of her life.

It seemed right, but it also seemed madness. A romantic story to tell their grandchildren – if they missed out all the stuff about multiple murders – but that was only if they survived together long enough to start a family. What if they hated it?

Socrates minced along the road, wondering what the basic guidelines were in life on hitting on a bird who was just about to get married. Proudfoot, despite the worry on her face, beat Katie, Annie and Ellie any day. Maybe not put together, because Socrates wouldn't have thrown any of those three out of bed for farting biscuits. But Proudfoot had got to be worth a go. Despite the presence of her boyfriend no more than ten yards away.

So, what the hell. In for a penny, in for a mound ...

'What's the score then, hen?' he said, dropping in line beside her. Rule 1 of the unsolicited approach. Keep it simple. If that doesn't work, move casually on through the other five rules.

Proudfoot raised her eyes from the road and looked at him. Wondered what demons had dragged Socrates into the bosom of alcohol.

'How do you mean that?' she asked, disinterested.

'You and the big guy,' he said. 'You don't look too happy there.'

'We're OK,' she said.

Socrates hummed and raised his eyes. Saw an opportunity.

'You sure you know what you're doing, hen? You're a good-looking bird. Maybe you'd be better off with some smooth bastard rather than your miserable friend here.'

'Like you?' she said, smiling.

'Aye, well, aye,' he said. 'I'm glad you noticed. Smooth, erudite and available. That's me.'

'Available?'

'Oh aye. I was going out with a bird until a few week ago, but it went tits up.'

'Oh aye?'

'Aye. Accused her of shagging for biscuits one night and she buggered off.'

'Shame.'

'I know. I was a bit pissed and my tongue got the better of me. Told her a few truths. So she kicked me in the ba's, broke my Beatles CDs in half and urinated all over my settee.'

'Vicious.'

'That last one was a bit of a turn-on to be honest, but after the toe in the nuts I was hardly in a position to do anything.'

'Too bad.'

'Aye,' he said, and stared contemplatively at the ground. 'Still, I was right. She did shag for biscuits. Anyway, the point is, I'm free and all yours. What about it?'

'I'm damp.'

'Really?'

'If I wasn't getting married tonight, I'd have you.'

'It's not too late,' he said hopefully, and in the dark he could still see the look she slung him and that was all it took.

He shrugged and moved a few feet away from her on the road. What the hey, it was worth the asking.

'Blow out with the two women back at the house, then, did you?' she said.

She was happy to continue the conversation, despite the initial premise. Mulholland walking away in front, she was aware of the darkness around them. The wind and rain in the trees, rustling leaves, the ghosts of footsteps. The creeping feeling of someone skipping through the forest, watching their every move.

'Just a couple of dykes,' said Socrates, doing his best at nonchalance.

'Right,' said Proudfoot.

And maybe Socrates didn't want to talk after all, and his head sunk a little lower, and he drifted imperceptibly away from her, looking at his feet.

The bare branches of trees rustled in the rain and gentle breeze. The night was suffocating in the intensity of its darkness. And the forest surrounded them, in a way that it had seemed not to when they had so lightly walked up the road in search of the house.

On they muddled, Mulholland a few yards in front, the church and Proudfoot's future getting ever closer. And every step of the way she heard a sound in the woods and could feel the penetration of eyes into her soul, as surely as she would soon feel the zing of an arrow.

Maybe she was about to do the right thing. The trouble with romance – there was no right and no wrong. Just possibilities. There must be a perfect one for everyone, that's what she'd always thought. Even Jade Weapon had met the man of her wildest desires and fantasies. Of course, he had been immediately killed by the Bulgarian Secret Service, and Jade had had to personally murder half the population of Sofia. Maybe Proudfoot was Jade Weapon, and Mulholland her Spunk McCavern.

And the rest of the sad group of five were no different, with various strange and melancholic thoughts in all their heads.

Barney found his life passing before him, but not at a flash. It was all there, like a video on slow rewind. Present day back to birth, a dirge through several thousand haircuts. He didn't want to think about all of this, but it was all coming to him nevertheless. And he could think of no explanation for it other than that it must presage his death.

And, by God, what a bloody dull life it'd been until the previous couple of years. Perhaps it was better ended. And so his mind took him back through the years of neglect to the essence of life; dull marriage, back to dull college and dull school. Wasted opportunities, missed chances, lacklustre thoughts and insipid actions. And all the while, one grand truth awaited him, when he reached the end of this bleak odyssey through his days.

*** 

Eventually they came to the manse with the church behind. The house was dark, all lights extinguished to the night. Inside, the bodies of the Reverend and Mrs Rolanoytez began the long process of decomposition, although they would be discovered later this night before they had gone too far. If only Mulholland had thought to act upon the vague suspicions aroused within him by the dark manse, then events might not have unfolded in the manner in which they did. But he stared at the great house, hesitated only slightly, then walked on by to the church.

Stained-glass windows greeted them, illuminated from behind and magical with the light and the rain splashing upon them.

Their pace slowed, the church awaited. It should be snowing, thought Proudfoot briefly, but the thought was submerged beneath all the doubt and concern and confusion. And the nerves. For she was nervous as she could not recall having been for many years. Put it down to her impending betrothal; knew, inside, that there was some much greater impending doom.

Mulholland had been a few yards ahead of her nearly all the way. Now he stopped and turned, spoke to her for the first time since they'd left the house. Had a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach, which he couldn't even begin to explain. What they were about to do was wrong, but he could not bring himself to say it. She had been through enough without him dumping her at the altar. Maybe it would work out; maybe it wouldn't.

'You all right?' he asked.

She met his eye and did her best to smile. I feel bloody awful, she wanted to say. This was the man she was going to marry, after all. She should have been able to say anything to him. Anything but the truth.

'A bit nervous,' she said, and added the uneasy laugh.

He held out his hand and took hers. Squeezed tightly and hoped he managed to convey emotions other than what he was actually feeling. Wrapped up as she was against the rain, cold face peering out from an oversized hood, he thought, as always, that she was beautiful. But there had to be more than that.

'You sure you two want to do this?' asked Dillinger.

Barney stood apart, saying nothing. Stared up at the church. His life had reached the point to which it had been dragging him back, and he knew. He knew everything. The great wooden doors were closed but they would open and behind them would be his destiny. Of that he was now completely convinced.

Socrates huddled against the rain and waited. Looked at his watch. Had expected to be up to his eyes in one of the women by now. Playing it cool would usually have worked. But he didn't mind. Easy-going, Socrates. Very easy-going.

Mulholland and Proudfoot did not notice Socrates, they did not notice Barney, suddenly detached and staring wide-eyed at his doom. They considered the question and both knew that you could not answer something like that without giving primary concern to the other's feelings.

'Aye,' said Mulholland, 'I'm sure.'

Proudfoot swallowed and nodded. Why not? How difficult is it to become unmarried these days? If marriage was all that awaited them in this church.

'Aye,' she said. 'Me too.'

Dillinger shrugged. Could easily tell that they were making a mistake, but then perhaps all the reticence was due to nerves. Maybe they were as right for each other as any other couple.

'Right,' she said. 'Let's do it, then.'

'Aye,' said Mulholland. 'Come on.'

He nodded at Proudfoot then turned towards the doors. The women fell in behind, then Socrates, glad to get out of the rain. Beginning to wonder if he should have a go at Dillinger, despite promising Barney he wouldn't. No honour among thieves.

Barney barely noticed them move. Consumed by the hazardous thoughts of revelation.

'Come on, Barney,' said Dillinger, walking past him. 'We're on. The happy couple are going to do it.'

Barney looked at them as they walked up the stairs and Mulholland opened the door. He knew who awaited them now, and he knew that these two would not be married.

He knew he should say something, he should stop them and face this himself, because he was really the one this concerned. But his tongue was stilled, his head numb as the two lovers walked into the church, out of the rain and the cold. Socrates and Dillinger walked behind them and Barney dragged the pillars of his legs into action and moved slowly up the stairs.

Into the church, eyes locked at his feet in concern, not wishing to face his future. The door closed behind him, then Barney looked up at the others and at the church. The wall of light...

He had fully expected it to be the church of his nightmares, but this could not have been farther from it. A glorious building inside, magnificently lit with ten thousand candles. Not a shadow in the place, as row upon row of small flames filled the huge theatre. Yet the only true illumination of what awaited them came from the few candles around the door that had been extinguished with the draught.

Enormous wooden beams in the roof; a vast, circular stained-glass window behind the altar, depicting the Penultimate Supper, the one where Jesus predicted that Simon Peter would get a sex change and that Judas would win the Eurovision Song Contest for Israel; ten, maybe fifteen statues around the sides of the church and at the foot of pillars; a majestic pulpit, projecting the preacher some ten feet above his congregation, from where five hundred years' worth of ministers had sternly lectured their flock on the perils of fornication, sortilegy, jealousy, desire and going to watch Queen of the South on a Saturday afternoon. A large Christmas tree sat up against the back of the church, beneath the round window. Fifteen feet high, immaculately decorated, reams of gold and silver cascading in perfect uniformity from every branch; visions of angels randomly dotted among the decorations playing silent tunes on golden flutes. The whole a perfect encapsulation of the beauty of Christmas, and somewhere Bing Crosby laid heartily into Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.

The pulpit was empty. The church silent. The flames of ten thousand candles burned.

'Bloody hell,' said Mulholland, voice in awe. 'Bloody hell.'

The others stared in equal wonder. While Mulholland and Proudfoot had plodded wearily between manse and big house on the hill, their minister had been at the most wondrous work. How could I possibly decline the invitation to wed, thought Proudfoot?

Barney felt the confusion of contradiction, for this was not how his dream went; this was not what he had expected. This was to be an occasion of light and beauty; a wedding with the blessing of angels. Not the dark, sinister world that he inhabited and which his dreams had promised.

Dillinger said nothing. Her mouth slightly open, her eyes wide, such as they had not been since she'd been a child. And suddenly the woes of the day were forgotten, for this was some kind of majesty. A wonder the like of which she would never know again.

'Well, you can fuck me up the arse with a duck,' said Socrates.

Mulholland took a step farther into the midst of magic. He turned slowly as he walked, taking it all in. There were candles lining the aisle, candles along every pew, candles around every wall, on every surface. Walls of light and flame. He looked at Proudfoot and saw that she shared his awe. And so bereft of his police instinct was he that he could not see the sense of it, could not see the malign thought behind the enchantment.

'Hello!' he shouted. 'Hello.'

He looked up at the low-level gods, but in the box seats candles burned and nothing stirred. Wooden beams, high above, looked dully down upon them. Ropes around two on either side of the altar, and he did not notice them at first. Looked back at the others.

'All dressed up and nowhere to go,' he said.

'Maybe he's gone to get some more candles,' said Socrates.

Barney felt it first. Like the fetid breath of Death at his shoulder. He turned quickly, saw nothing but small flames; yet he sensed the presence as if it was running all over him. They were not alone, and whatever haunted this church along with them shared not their wonder at the surroundings. This bloody façade, for there was nothing honest in the light.

'He's here,' said Barney.

Mulholland turned.

'Where?' he said. Then 'Who?' when he saw Barney's face.

And suddenly it happened in a rush of falling flesh and rope against wood.

They turned at the sliver of sound from the pulpit. A click or a cut. Quietly it went. And from the gods they came. Either side of the pulpit, falling at an equal rate. Two bodies wrapped in rope, which unwound with the fall from the roof.

Six feet above the ground the ropes tightened and twanged at full stretch; the bodies, suspended by the neck, bobbled and bounced until, at last, they came to a sad end and hung limply from the roof.

Mulholland stared at them, police brain still to kick in. Proudfoot was numb. Barney, with opened mouth, expectant. It had been inevitable. Katie Dillinger, hand to mouth, instant shock.

And the bodies of Arnie Medlock and Billy Hamilton, their eyes cut from their heads, throats slit so the blood covered the rope around their necks, swung softly in the still air.

'Cool,' said Socrates.

Will The Real Morty Goldman Please Step Forward?

––––––––
Morty had fought it off long enough. The inner demons that had raped his mind since those blighted teenage years, and which had briefly escaped for a limited period only in the 80's, were now running rampant. All the frustration of a psychosis kept in check was now laid waste. He was unbound and could do whatever he wanted; as if a brace had been removed from around his head. Suddenly, unequivocally, deliciously, he was free, and the real Morty Goldman could at last be welcomed back into the world.
Heeeeeeeeeeeeere's Morty! A big hand, ladies and gentlemen, your friend and mine, Morty Goldman. Let's hear it for Morty! Morty Goldman, ladies and gentlemen, Morty Goldman.

Shackles. The news that the police were expected at the house had not remained a secret for long. The conversation between Hertha Berlin and the soon-to-be-ex-handyman overheard, word of the arrival of the forces of Good had spread like fire around the few inmates left, and they had each, in their own way, acted accordingly.

The handyman would not go ill-prepared. He would leave on foot, certainly, but he had local knowledge and a place to stay, no more than three miles away. A place where another woman awaited his infrequent visits with a cup of hot chocolate, a plate of toasted sandwiches, a couple of glasses of whisky and a warm bed. The handyman need worry about nothing.

Bobby Dear went his own way. Imagined himself a military man, well suited to the rigours of outdoor life. He was a man who had served his time for his crimes, but had no desire to further engage the police. He would escape armed with everything someone on the run through open or forested countryside could need. A map, compass, rations, a torch, a hefty pair of boots, a light tarpaulin, matches, a small can of kerosene, some teabags, a condom, a sawn-off shotgun and fourteen large pairs of women's undergarments. And as a result he would survive, and return unscathed to Glasgow, where, scarred by the experience, he would kill once more.

Although this time he would save his savagery for sheep.

No more need be said.

Fergus Flaherty the Fernhill Flutist intended to go the same way as Bobby Dear. Out onto the open moor and through the forest, for he was a man who had done a bit of walking in his time. However, he was unfortunate enough to be the one who made the second sighting of Morty Goldman following his disappearance prior to dinner.

The first person to see him had been Sammy Gilchrist, just after Morty had emerged leaping from the secret passageway that led from the bathroom to the lounge; knife glinting in the fading light of the fire, eyes glinting in the glint from the knife.

Bing was singing some pointless twaddle about how it was looking a lot like Christmas, but in a way he was right. There was a lot of red around, a good colour for decorations, as Morty flailed savagely at poor Sammy Gilchrist.

No ordinary stabbing, this was the frenzied work of a madman unleashed. Whipping the knife viciously across his face and body; keeping him alive for as long as possible while he terrorized him with the weapon, fending off the not insignificant ripostes from Gilchrist; before plunging the knife deep into his heart, and dragging the serrated edge along his chest cavity. There was as much blood on Morty as there was on Sammy.

And it was in on this that Fergus Flaherty had the misfortune to walk.

A slightly frenzied look in his eye himself, as he made final preparations to flee. He opened the door to the lounge and found himself not three yards away from a crazed Morty Goldman. Bug-eyed, covered in the blood of Sammy Gilchrist, in the process of hacking off his right arm with the knife. For he intended to stay and feast.

The police might have been on the way, but he was happy to while away the hours in prison. There would always be other Sammy Gilchrists; and he would enjoy this one while he had the chance.

And two had always been better than one.

He pounced on Flaherty in an instant, even before the necessary profane ejaculation had escaped Flaherty's lips. No messing about, no preliminaries. A knife in the face, and then another thrust up under the guts and deep into his chest cavity. Fergus Flaherty, the man who'd done more for the flute industry than James Galway could have ever dreamt of, was dead in seconds. Yet Morty unleashed the full extent of his venom, and continued to thrash wildly at the body for nearly half a minute, the knife thudding into the chest and face, the body rising up with the pull of the knife, then bouncing softly on the floor.

Annie Webster and Ellie Winters had missed the fun in the lounge by a few minutes. Off upstairs to Webster's bedroom to savour the wonders of female flesh. A new experience for Webster – yet she was not surprised – but a familiar one for the seasoned Winters. For she had long ago dispensed with the services of men. Had not looked at one in anger since she'd been accosted by three drunken youths outside a club on Hope Street, and had had to kill two of them to prevent them violating her. Women, women all the way, and she'd been much the happier for it.

Annie Webster, however, had intimacy issues. The principal issue being that she felt compelled to murder anyone who saw her naked. Sometimes before the goose was cooked, sometimes after.

She liked Ellie Winters and her tender caress, and she would submit to the romance of it. So, while Bobby Dear fled and Morty wielded his knife, on the second floor of the house, blissfully unaware, Ellie Winters kissed Annie Webster softly on the lips, then moved down her naked body to tease and bite her erect nipples.

The house was laid waste. What was supposed to have been a joyous weekend had become a disaster. Morty Goldman let loose, four of the party dead, soon to be joined by another. Dear on the run. Barney Thomson, Katie Dillinger and Socrates about to confront the other evil abroad this dark night. The weekend was utterly destroyed; and there would be no getting their money back.

Not even if they wrote to Watchdog.

*** 

All the while, Hertha Berlin sat alone at the kitchen table, unaware of the gruesome events unfolding in the lounge; waiting for the police, her thoughts consumed by her folly, and how the rest of a life can be slaughtered by the simplest of unthinking actions, as much as by any psychopath with a knife.

Her future was bleak and held neither the comfort of the past twenty years, nor the adventure of the fifty that had preceded them. Like that of Anthony Hopkins in Remains of the Day, her life had finally been shattered by the inability to express her feelings. But then, what would have been the point? At least Emma Thompson had been waiting for Tony with her legs open. What would the handyman have done had she made any kind of advance? He would have laughed, he would have broken into a chorus of Hound Dog and he would have hit the Jedburgh–Moffat interstate before she could have bitten her tongue.

There was a slight noise, a gentle movement. So oppressed by gloom was she that she could barely lift her head to look at the door. One of the merry band of morons looking for a turkey sandwich, she thought. Why couldn't they just leave her alone? Didn't they know that her life was over? Why couldn't these damned people just look after themselves? Why couldn't the whole world just go and bugger off?

'Hey, Hertha, honey,' said the deep voice from the door. 'You just gonna sit there, or you wanna take a trip down to the ocean?'

Hertha Berlin looked up. For the first time in decades a smile, an impossible smile, came immediately to her face. A tear as quick to her eye. The handyman stood, framed in the doorway, jacket on, bag over his shoulder. Sideboards on his cheeks, a determined look in his eye. Hell, he knew what he was doing.

She gasped, caught her breath, put her hand over her mouth.

'Come on, honey,' he said, 'don't just sit there looking like some chick at my '68 NBC Special. You gonna come or ain't ya?'

Hertha Berlin stood up. Her chest swelled, she looked for her coat on the back of the door. She walked round the table, suddenly shaking, her legs barely able to support her insubstantial weight. She tugged at the solitary pin that held her bun together, and as her long, smooth grey hair cascaded around her shoulders, she stood before the handyman, a woman reborn. Suddenly there was a light in her eye, a beauty in her smile, and the hairs on her top lip faded to nothing.

'I sure am, honey,' she said.

And the handyman touched her hair and the back of her neck, sending shock waves of tiny orgasms rampaging through her body. Like a surge of Panzers crossing the border into Czechoslovakia.

'Come on, baby,' he said, 'there's a place I know we can spend the night. A little old lady's gonna have a plate of burgers and a warm bed. And in the morning we can go wherever you want.'

Hertha Berlin pulled on her coat. A woman released. As her arms stretched, her blouse was pulled across her breasts, and the handyman licked his lips.

'Memphis,' she said. 'I'd like to go to Memphis.'

The handyman laughed and shrugged.

'Wherever you want, Hertha, baby, wherever you want.'

Fall On Your Knees

––––––––
The bodies of Arnie Medlock and Billy Hamilton swung in the thin air of the church, warmed by the flames of ten thousand candles. The blank, black depths of their bloody eye sockets stared down at this elective congregation, rapt in their attention. The ropes around their necks appeared to be dragging down the corners of their mouths. Foreheads furrowed, and they blindly scowled at their audience. Arnie in particular, upset at the ruin of a good weekend. And they swung in silence, slowly, in a vague circular motion.
The killer had intended letting his audience stew. That was part of the whole serial killer milieu, the modus operandi, the thing, the standard procedure, the usual technique. A cliché perhaps, but what the hey? Some clichés were there because they were good ideas. Bacon and egg. It's a cliché, but who's going to fight it? You don't say, bugger this, I'm having aluminium with my eggs this morning, just to be different.

However, this serial killer just could not contain himself. His audience was before him; he was Auric Goldfinger, waiting to explain his plot to rob Fort Knox; he was Jimmy Jones, waiting to denounce the Devil and order his flock to their deaths; he was Genghis Khan, waiting to book his crew on the 10.15 to Constantinople. This was it. The moment that every self-respecting serial killer waits for. His big finish.

And so, announcing himself with a laugh from beneath the rim of the pulpit, a hideous sound which filled the church and reverberated around the flaming walls and statues, a sound which quailed the congregation, yet toughened the resolve of Mulholland and Proudfoot – for there was nothing better than to be able to face your enemy – Leyman Blizzard, hair blackened, dog collar hugging his neck, the Reverend Rolanoytez's glasses perched on the end of his nose, raised his head into view.

He stared down at his flock, mocking smile upon his face. There's nothing a madman needs more than an audience. There really ought to have been an orchestra playing, but he hadn't had the time to fix it all up. Ode to Joy or O! Holy Night. Something big. And the audience stared up at him and waited.

Mulholland would be the first to act, and was in the process of a quick step forward when Blizzard raised his arms to the rafters and showed the small, loaded crossbow he held in his right hand. Dillinger took a step back. Mulholland and Proudfoot stood firm. Socrates smiled. Barney, for his part, knew now for sure that he would die. He was ready to meet it, and he remained steady.

'Leyman?' said Dillinger. 'What are you doing here? What's going on?'

The others turned. Mulholland questioned with his eyes. Aware that he should know this man.

'This is extraordinary,' said Socrates. 'I mean, how cool is this?'

'You know him?' said Barney to Dillinger.

'Aye,' she said, never taking her eyes off the crossbow. 'He was part of our group. I knew it was going to go wrong with him when he left. I could tell. I always know when they're about to stray.'

'What group?' asked Mulholland.

'What about you?' said Dillinger to Barney, ignoring the question, because that was not a discussion she wanted to get into.

Leyman Blizzard looked down upon his flock and enjoyed their confusion.

'I work for the guy,' said Barney. He looked up at him, the old smiling face beaming down. And the relationship went some way beyond that; but that was for himself and Blizzard to sort out. If he gave him the chance.

Mulholland thumped a theatrical hand off his forehead, closed his eyes, shook his head. Looked round at Barney then back up at Blizzard.

'Jesus,' he said, 'I knew it. I saw you in the fucking shop. Yesterday morning. Grey hair, beard, no glasses.'

Blizzard laughed a dirty old laugh. Sid James without the humour.

'Brilliant, Chief Inspector. I was wondering how long it'd take you to work it out. I thought you might have got it at dinner, but you're obviously too slow. No wonder you haven't caught yon serial killer. Thick as shite.'

Mulholland turned to Proudfoot and lifted his shoulders. Still didn't see the extent of what was going on. Shook his head.

'Sorry love,' he said, 'didn't get it. Brain's in too much of a fudge.'

She touched his hand. Here they were, thrown once more into adversity, and love would out.

'Come on, I was there too. I'm as bad.'

Sid James laughed again, dirty and dangerous.

'Ah!' he said. 'Young fucking love. Isn't it great? Too bad one of you is going to peg it.'

Mulholland turned back to the pulpit. No more than ten yards away, looking up into the face of their latest madman. Proudfoot stood beside him, still holding his hand. Barney watched. Dillinger had started to take small, surreptitious steps back towards the door; although, of course, Blizzard noticed every movement. Socrates settled down into a pew to watch the action. No more feared the old man's crossbow than he would a bath full of spiders.

'Okay,' said Mulholland. 'What's it all about this time?'

Had been through too much to feel threatened, despite the crossbow waving maniacally in the air.

'What d'you mean this time?' said Blizzard.

Mulholland held his arms out.

'We come up against one of your lot every week, just about. There's the nutter up in Glasgow at the moment, there was the nutter at the monastery last year. There's Barney here. No offence, Barney.'

Barney shrugged. Arnie Medlock and Billy Hamilton swung slowly, round and round, up on high. The ropes creaked softly, the candles burned, and it was as if the two of them were no longer there. Two bodies, eye sockets penetrating into the thoughts of everyone in the church, and with the violence of the fall, fresh blood had begun to drip, drip, drip; and they were part of the furniture.

'By Christ, Chief Inspector, you're even slower than I gave you credit for. I don't know about this monastery shite, but I'm the guy who's killing folk in Glasgow, ya numpty. Me,' he added, pointing to his chest, 'Leyman fucking Blizzard. God, you're slow. Fuck sake, you can't even find a serial killer when he's standing in front of you with two dead bodies and a murder weapon in his hand. How stupid are you?'

Mulholland shrugged. Realised he looked a bit thick. Wondered if Proudfoot had worked out the obvious before he had.

'Couldn't give a shit, mate. There are so many serial killers these days it's hard to keep up. Leyman Blizzard one week, some other sad bampot the next. Who cares?'

The Sid James smile died on Blizzard's face. He lowered the crossbow and aimed it roughly in the general direction of the five. Dillinger continued her deliberate back-pedal. Barney waited for an arrow in the throat, because that was the inevitability of it.

'You're full of shite, Chief Inspector. It's your job to catch me, so don't come it. Can't believe the crassness of you lot, sometimes. Taking a weekend off to shag a bird when there are folk getting shafted all over the shop.'

Mulholland shook his head, laughed a light, bitter, unamused laugh.

'I'm off the case, Blizzard. I couldn't care less. Go back to Glasgow, mate, and kill another few hundred of them. There's got to be, what, a million or so in the city. They can cope. On you go, you stupid arse, I don't give a shit. I've retired.'

Blizzard stared down at them. Getting annoyed, but keeping an eye on Dillinger, now only a few yards from the door.

'Barney?' said Blizzard. 'That right?'

'White man speak truth,' said Barney.

Mulholland turned back to Barney. 'Did you know this guy was doing all this crap?'

'Not me,' said Barney. 'Not this time. Thought he was just an old bloke.'

'What is it about you, mate?' said Mulholland. 'You keep turning up with these bloody nutters.'

Barney shook his head. 'No idea, but it's getting on my tits.'

'I bet it is.'

'Hey, this would make a brilliant movie, wouldn't it no?' said Socrates. 'A bit of lesbian shagging and a deranged old cunt with a crossbow. It's just like Star Trek or something.'

Mulholland gave him a quizzical look and then turned back to Blizzard, still mean and armed up on the pulpit. He had had enough. And despite the swinging bodies in front of him, did not believe for a second that any of them were going to come to any harm. Or perhaps just did not care.

'Come on, then, you old arse,' he said up to the pulpit, 'what's the score? You've got us all where you want us, so what's next?'

Blizzard twitched, mouth in a sneer. The crossbow shook slightly in his hand. His eyebrows knitted together, so much more telling black than grey.

'You know,' said Blizzard, 'I had intended just to kill the one of you, you know. I was going to kill seven folk in all. Seven. It's a good number.'

'Go on, then, Batman,' said Mulholland, his usual tired voice that he reserved for the criminal element at their most narcissistic. 'Why seven? I'm sure we're all interested.'

Dillinger had almost reached the door. Freedom awaited. A quick dash and she could have been there in a second. Back out into the rain, a run for freedom, and she could concentrate on Arnie's dead eyes and the sadness that would engulf her. Yet at the door to freedom, she fatally hesitated. A combination of doubt and curiosity. There was something about this madman which gripped her; and she feared for the others should she flee. What kind of person was she to get herself out at their expense? A decent, honest woman, Katie Dillinger, those four murdered husbands aside. And she would pay for that decency.

'Seven!' exclaimed old Leyman; different, yet the same as the wee, grey-haired man who had been handing out Jimmy Stewarts with a certain degree of confidence only the day before. 'Seven is the number of God, and I am his head executioner. I am the begetter of life and the bringer of eternal misery. I exercise his will. I am our vengeful God incarnate. I shall be king!'

'Jings,' said Socrates, 'how far up his own arse is this guy?'

'Seven,' continued the mad Blizzard, unconcerned with the comments from the cheap seats, 'is the number of angels he sent down to proclaim the New Jerusalem. It's everywhere. Seven Deadly Sins. The Seven Wonders of the World. The Seven Horsemen of the Apocalypse.'

'The Magnificent Seven,' said Mulholland, ignoring the last remark.

'What?'

'Blake's Seven,' said Proudfoot.

'Ooh, I really liked Blake's Seven,' said Socrates. 'Not that there were ever seven of the bastards.'

'The Seven Samurai,' said Mulholland, voice still flat. 'And Seven Brides for Seven Brothers.'

'The TR7,' said Proudfoot. Had had sex in a TR7 when she was fifteen.

'Shut it!' barked Blizzard. 'Just shut it, the lot of you.'

'The number seven bus from Springburn to Auldearn,' said Socrates.

'Shut up!'

'Celtic beat Aberdeen seven-nil last season,' said Mulholland. 'You're right. It is everywhere. Good choice, you old wank. Couldn't have picked a better number.'

'Listen you brain-dead polis scumbag,' said Blizzard, 'I'm warning you. Seven might be a brilliant number 'n' all that, but I'm more than willing to make it eleven. The five of you just shut the bastard up. Let me finish.'

'Who were the first six?' asked Proudfoot. Voice low and calm. Back to normal. Recognised that he was about to vent the anger they were building within him. Took a step forward as she said it, and Mulholland joined her in the small movement. If the two of them charged the pulpit from different sides, there was no way he'd get them both with a single crossbow. Assuming, of course, he didn't have another fifty weapons stashed about his person.

'Ah,' said Blizzard, relaxed and back on home territory. A murderer at ease with his subject matter. 'Glad you asked. These two numpties, obviously. Then there were the last three in Glasgow, and the first one youse probably don't know about. I never saw it in the papers, you see, so I don't know if they found the body.'

'What about the minister?' said Mulholland.

'What?'

'That garb you're wearing. The manse. I'm assuming you killed him.'

Blizzard looked awkwardly at the floor. The crossbow sagged a little and suddenly the arrow didn't look so sharp.

'Maybe,' he said.

'And his wife?' said Mulholland, going on. 'You left her down the pub, did you?'

'Might've,' said Blizzard, gritting his teeth.

'So in fact,' said Mulholland, enjoying humiliating a man with an armed weapon, 'you've already killed eight people, and if you take out one of us, that'll be nine. You senile old arse. I mean, nine's a good number too. Let's see. Frank Haffey let in nine goals against England in '61 ...'

'Shut it! Shut it the lot of you.' Crossbow straightened, finger twitched.

'What started you off, then?' said Proudfoot. In again, just in time.

Blizzard looked down upon his flock. Top lip went like Bad Elvis, but he quickly settled back into Goldfinger mode.

'Don't know who the bastard was, he just asked for it.'

'Go on, Batman, explain yourself. I can see you're just dying to,' said Mulholland, taking another step forward.

Blizzard appeared not to notice, but he did. He noticed everything. Very old, and sharp as a button, Leyman Blizzard.

'He was dressed as Santa Claus,' said Blizzard.

'Ah,' said Mulholland. 'That makes sense.'

Blizzard sneered; the very name was enough. Santa Bastarding Claus.

'I suppose you'll think I'm mad if I tell you this,' said Blizzard.

Mulholland held his hand up towards the swinging bodies, taking another step forward. 'Mad? Not at all. Wouldn't dream of it. This is all perfectly normal.'

Blizzard twitched. Lowered the crossbow to accommodate the encroachment of Mulholland and Proudfoot.

Dillinger could be gone for sure now if she acted swiftly. Yet she did not move. Rapt, with this grand instance of the psychotic mind.

'I was raised in Glasgow. Got married, the whole biscuit. But I was traumatised by Santa Claus in childhood, and eventually it got the better of me and I had to leave. Started killing folk, so I took myself away. Went to Cuba where there wouldn't be any mention of the guy. Forty year I was away. Didn't kill a soul. I was fine. Then they bastards decided to start celebrating Christmas, so I thought, bugger it, I should be all right now, I'll just go home. So I came back in the summer. Set up a shop cutting hair, thought I'd be fine. Come home to die really, that was me. Then I was walking along Argyll Street one day and I sees him. Santa Claus. Don't know what happened. I just felt the old feelings, you know. I followed the bloke that night and I strangled him. Felt good.'

Mulholland had moved forward another few feet. Approaching the pulpit, but he had no idea of how to storm the thing, being as far off the ground as it was. He and Proudfoot were just going to have to take a side each and hope that Blizzard missed with his first shot. And if it gets either of us, he thought, let it be me.

'I'm just dying to know,' said Mulholland, 'how you were traumatised by Santa Claus.'

The others looked on, fascinated. Barney saw part of his life's history unfold. Dillinger had even taken another step or two back into the belly of the church. Socrates kicked back and smiled. Miller time.

'I saw my mummy kissing him,' said Blizzard. Said it defiantly, because he knew deep down that it was a really, really stupid thing to be traumatised by.

''Scuse me?' said Mulholland.

'I saw Mummy kissing Santa Claus,' said Blizzard. 'I was upset. I came downstairs one Christmas Eve, and I sees my mother snogging this big cunt with a white beard. Don't know where my father had got to. He must've been out with his mates. I was fair upset. I thought my parents loved each other, I thought I came from a happy home. That night I realised my life was a lie. And if the one thing I held dear was a lie, well then, wasn't it all a lie? Life. The whole thing. I could never look at that bastard Claus again without getting upset. Just got worse over the years, you know. The bastard. Started killing folk when I was about twenty-three.'

'You saw your mummy kissing Santa Claus?' said Proudfoot. Another step closer. 'Really?'

'Aye. Too right.'

'Underneath the mistletoe, by any chance?'

Blizzard thought about it, but didn't have to think for long. It was still there, etched in his memory. The very scene, every detail clear as if it had been the previous night. The fire dying out; the old gramophone playing softly, the Paul Whiteman Orchestra; a sparse tree, a few presents beneath, presents which he had barely been able to open the next day, never mind play with; the mistletoe suspended from the light fitting; his mother giggling quietly, while tickling Santa Claus underneath his beard so snowy white.

'Aye,' he said eventually. 'Under the bloody mistletoe. Bastard.'

They looked up at him. The crossbow wavered. Candles burned, and the bare sockets of plundered eyes looked down upon them.

'You're fucking kidding me,' said Mulholland.

Blizzard ground his teeth together. None of these people ever understood. That was why he hadn't bothered explaining it to the Murderers Group, because what did they know? Soft bastards, the lot of them. Except Goldman. He had a certain respect for Goldman.

'Didn't think you'd understand,' he said. 'None of you lot ever understand the likes of me. Too good for the lot of you. Aren't we, Barney?'

Barney said nothing. Looked lost. This couldn't be happening again. Despite the dream, despite the knowledge he'd been sure he'd had, it still seemed so incredible. Why me? he thought. Why me?

'Don't you think,' said Proudfoot, 'that it was your father dressed up as Santa Claus?'

The crossbow wavered. Blizzard twitched; the sneer hovered around his face.

'What?'

'Well, there's got to be hundreds of dads who dress up as Santa Claus for their children. They probably knew you were awake, or made enough noise to disturb you, so that you'd get up and see him. What age were you?'

Blizzard swallowed.

'Five,' he said.

'See? You were five. It was your dad dressed as Santa Claus for your benefit. Did you ever talk to them about it when you were older?' she said, all the time getting closer, Mulholland at her side.

Slowly he shook his head. His life flashed before him.

'Naw,' he said, 'I never liked to.'

Almost there. Classic situation for a counter-attack, even with the height of the pulpit to be scaled. Very close, the prey distracted and unsure of himself, as he stared into some vague point in the distance. Mulholland had a hundred words of abuse on the tip of his tongue, but the time was not now. Not yet. A dash round the back, up the stairs, and he could get him.

Close enough, about to move. Proudfoot was poised, waiting on Mulholland's signal. Barney stood isolated, rooted to the spot. Socrates watched their pulpit approach and shook his head. Much too obvious, he thought.

Dillinger had heard enough. All these sad old men were the same. Just plain daft. And so she decided it was time to go. Another few seconds and it might all be over, but she had waited long enough.

A few quick steps backwards, almost to the door, and then she turned and was on the point of exit. Grabbed the handle, door open. But Blizzard was not slow. Saw the movement out of the corner of his distracted eye, did not hesitate. Lifted the bow and in an instant had fired off the arrow. Into her back. Dillinger collapsed, falling out of the church into the rain.

'Hey, nice shot,' said Socrates, turning quickly, looking at the stricken Dillinger. I'm definitely not shagging her the night, he thought.

Barney turned in despair; another down. Mulholland and Proudfoot took their chance, their prey disarmed. Mulholland round the back and up the stairs; Proudfoot, suddenly Jade Weapon, leaping at the front of the pulpit.

And with the door open, the wind and rain howled into the church and the candles started to blink out, hundreds at a time; so that darkness approached the altar in a calamitous, headlong rush.

It all happened in an instant. Mulholland almost upon him. Proudfoot coming over the wall of the pulpit. Barney rooted to the spot. The church plunging into gloom. And Blizzard reached for the other loaded crossbow he had on the shelf in front of him, and in a second had it raised and fired into the chest of Proudfoot.

With a thud it exploded into her ribcage, firing her backwards off the pulpit, so that she fell back and crashed down onto the floor, her head cracking off the cold stone. In the twinkling of a killer's eye the lights were out and Mulholland was upon Blizzard. But he had instantly lost interest. He'd had enough of killers, there were no more loaded weapons to hand. He pushed Blizzard to the side, and leapt over the end of the pulpit to land at his lover's side, shouting 'Proudfoot!' as he jumped.

And in the dark, Blizzard picked himself up, made his way down the stairs, looking stealthily around him in the dark as he moved. A moment's hesitation and then out he went through a rear exit, his escape route clearly established beforehand. His work was done. Ten downed. Anger and psychosis assuaged, amid completion and revelation.

Kate Dillinger lay dead. And alone. To rise to meet her lover Medlock.

Mulholland held Proudfoot's head and desperately felt for some sign of life. Heart still going, faint breaths. 'Erin,' he said softly. 'Erin. Don't die on me. Not like this.'

And his heart beat so strongly with fear that it could have made up for hers. You don't know what you've got until you lose it, the thought started thumping into his head.

He'd walked away before, but he'd believed he could easily walk back in. But there would be no walking back into this. This would be the end for his bloody fantasy of Erin Proudfoot and happiness.

So when her eyes flickered open, his heart thumped even more, his head floated.

'How would you like me to die on you?' she said softly, lips barely moving.

'Oh, Christ, Erin, are you OK?'

The barest smile crossed her lips. The eyes slowly closed.

'Course I'm not, you stupid bastard,' she said quietly.

Socrates sat and watched from a few yards away. Began to smile. That mad, impetuous thing called love. Mind you, he said to himself, she's probably still going to peg it.

Barney watched for a few seconds. But these two were not his business. Not any more. Something else, much grander, much more ominous, awaited him. And so he walked past Socrates without a word, and then past the desperate couple on the floor, and headed out the back way on the trail of Leyman Blizzard.

The Eternal Midnight Of Barney Thomson

––––––––
Barney could feel The Force. It guided him through the trees as he followed the path of Leyman Blizzard. Since the old man had left the church he was yet to catch sight of him, but somehow he knew he was going in the right direction; or was being led that way.
There was a thick forest of pine behind the church, mixed in with firs and deciduous trees of various shapes. An ancient wood of the type that it was rare to encounter in these days of forestation, with identical rows of trees in regimented lines, ending in a mathematically precise border. So leaves and bare branches and the spidery touch of fir brushed against Barney's face. The rain did not fall with any force within the forest, but everything was sodden and clinging, so that it felt as if there were hands grabbing at him as he went.

He stopped every so often to try to listen for Blizzard's movements, but the noise of the forest in the rainstorm was all-consuming. Leaves in the wind, water pouring through trees, and there was little chance of him hearing anything else.

He did not fear the hand suddenly appearing from the forest; a knife in the face or the crossbow aimed at his head. For he knew there would be a confrontation. It had been fated. It was what he was being led to, and before Leyman Blizzard struck him down, as he was absolutely sure he would do, he would receive some form of absolution. For he knew truly the identity of this man who ran from him, and led him on at the same time.

After a few minutes the forest broke, as it was bound to do in this green and pleasant land, where forests no longer stretch for mile upon mile. Barney stumbled over a low wire fence, then made his way across open farmland. He was free from the trees, and the rain hammered down upon him, his feet squelching through mud. Every so often he imagined he saw the grand impression of a recent footfall in the field, but he knew he was coming the right way regardless of whether he saw trace of his prey.

He was consumed. Haunted for several weeks, forced back in from the cold, he would face this man who had plagued him. Had no thought for Proudfoot, downed at last, a year after he had saved her life. Little thought for Katie Dillinger, the woman who had galvanized him into coming on this weekend, who had aroused his desire for the first time in decades. Dead, and he would never again feel that kind of desire for anyone.

Eventually he was over another low wire fence, the farmland turned to open moorland, and he was heading uphill through marsh and peaty bog; feet sucked into the ground, occasionally stepping on rocks. And he could feel it getting nearer. The presence. Whatever it was that had lured him into this whole thing, as surely as his feet were being sucked into the ground, was not too far in front of him. It had stopped running, and now waited for him to arrive; to deliver the final damned, crushing blow.

Barney stopped and looked ahead. In the pitch black of night and rain he could see vague shapes; rocks etched against the muddier black of the sky. And as his eyes swept around the rocks, his heart gave nothing more than a small jump, he lowered his head, and tramped off once more, determined to meet his fate. For just ahead, carved into the dead of night, standing on top of a large promontory of rock, was Leyman Blizzard. Hands held aloft in silent supplication to the gods, dog collar still around his neck, black coat and black shirt matted to his skin in the rain.

Up he climbed, struggling over wet rocks and jagged overhangs. Feet into large pools of water, plunged into bog and plucked out. Hands grasping wet rocks, slipping, jarring thumbs and fingers. But despite the struggle, eventually he closed in on the inevitable.

Up a final grassy bank on hands and knees, wet and cold and frozen to the bone, Barney at last got to his feet and walked out onto the large rock at the end of which stood Leyman Blizzard. Back turned, still, and it would be nothing for Barney to approach him and push him over the edge, for there was a drop large enough to send a man to his death. And that man could have been Leyman Blizzard.

One push.

But Barney stood still, waiting for the old man to turn. At last his heart beat a little faster, at last his mouth went dry and he licked rainwater from his lips to wet his throat.

And, at last, no more than five yards away, Leyman Blizzard turned.

Their eyes engaged. Not long since they'd looked upon one another in the church; and, indeed, barely any time since they'd stood in the shop and Barney had thought he had found the last decent man in the whole of Scotland. Only the previous afternoon, and it seemed as if it had happened a long time ago.

A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away.

'The Force is strong in you, young one,' said Blizzard.

Barney squinted into the rain. 'What the fuck are you talking about?'

'Ach,' said Blizzard. 'I'm just having a bit of fun.'

Barney's mouth dropped open. He shook his head and suddenly he felt very, very sad. That could've been his mother talking. These two had obviously been very well matched.

'Fun? You just murdered three or four people. I saved yon police lassie's life last year. And for what? So you could do her in? And the woman, Katie. She was all right. She didn't have to die. Why, Leyman?'

Blizzard shrugged. The storm raged around him, his long, dark coat unbuttoned and free to be blown in the wind.

He held his hands forward in appeasement.

'Sorry about that, son. You know, I didn't want to kill her. I knew you were into her pants. That's why I took out they two bastards.'

'What?'

'Medlock and Hamilton. They were both after her. Hamilton was angling for that other bird, but I overheard him talking to himself last night. He was into yon Katie no end. So I thought if I got rid of them you'd have a clear road, you know?'

Barney looked quizzically through the storm. The wind picked up, a great gust howled past them, and momentarily he lost his footing. Did not come near the edge. Straightened up, found himself another step or two closer to Blizzard.

'You did that so I could get into her pants?'

'Aye,' said Blizzard, smiling. 'I thought you'd appreciate it.'

Barney laughed. After all, it had come to this. One final stupid conversation at a cliff edge on a dark and stormy night, before he would inevitably be pushed to his death.

'Brilliant, Leyman. Absolutely stunning. You wanted me to get into her pants, so you killed her. What were you thinking? At least now she won't be able to say no?'

Blizzard shrugged and took a step closer.

'I didn't mean to kill her, son. It all happened so fast. It was just a blur, you know. I didn't mean it.'

Barney shook his head. This was bullshit. All the terrors, all the nights waking screaming, all his trials, for this. Another ridiculous conversation, like every conversation he'd ever had or listened to in a barber's shop. A fitting end. Two guys talking pish. Every barber should have such an end. Serendipity; the word could find no better use than this.

'So which one of us did you mean to kill?' said Barney. As if he didn't know.

Blizzard raised his eyebrows, rubbed his chin. There, he thought, is a good question.

'Not sure, son' he said. 'One of the polis, I suppose. I mean, I know they're not that bad, and I didn't realise they were off the case, but I mean, polis are polis, after all. Never had any time for them.'

Barney shook his head. The time of revelation was near. It was obvious who this man was; had been obvious since he'd first seen him. And with that revelation would come the certain end. That was what had been foretold; that was the omen that had been shown to him.

His mother had been mad; his mother had lived a lie all her life; his mother had finished that life by murdering six innocent people. It made complete sense that his father should also be a mad murderer; that he should have disappeared early on in his life, and that his mother would lie about his death; and it made sense that he should return now, to presage the end, and indeed to bring about that end.

There was a symmetry there, he supposed. Your mother and father bring you into the world; it almost made sense that they should ease your way out of it. (Not that that could work with successive generations, but this was a piece of philosophy in its infancy.)

His last two years had been murder, principally through the actions of his mother. A normal mother would have had him turned over to the police after the first manslaughter; and a normal mother would not have had six dead bodies in her freezer. And now, after these two hellish years, it would all be ended by his father, whom he'd thought dead, and with whom he was to be reunited on a wind and rain blown cliff top, above a desolate moor, at midnight.

'They were good people,' he said, delaying the inevitable. Funny how it was, that even though he had accepted what would be the circumstances of his own death, he still chose to put it off.

Blizzard took another step closer. 'Good schmood,' he said.

And now they were no more than a few feet apart. Barney looked into old Leyman's eyes and realised that it was like looking into a mirror. All those years he had thought his father dead. In retrospect he'd thought it odd that his mother had let neither him nor his brother attend the funeral; that there had been so little fuss and no visitors; that she had kept them away from people for so long. His father hadn't died at all; he had run off. And these last two years he had thought that if only his father had been here then none of this would've happened. How wrong! How wrong.

A lifetime of conviction, two years of belief, shattered over a day or two when reality had dawned.

Barney raised his arms to the side. He could run, but now that the end was near he felt he must accept his fate.

Where would he run to this time? He'd been running, and it wasn't for him. Neither was prison. He must accept what must come.

'There's something you want to tell me,' he said to Blizzard. Almost had to shout, as a great howl of wind pummelled them, and they both leaned into it.

Blizzard stood with rain pouring down his face, greatcoat blowing in the storm.

'What d'you mean, son?' he said.

Barney swallowed. Could feel the beginning of a tear coming to his eye. His father. About to engage that special bond which he had never truly known.

'You know what I mean,' he said. 'Dad.'

The rain cascaded off Blizzard's face, turning it into a cruel parody of the Niagara falls. Streams of black had begun to run down his forehead, from where the hair dye had finally given up the good fight. His mouth opened, his nostrils flared.

'What?' he said.

'Dad,' said Barney. 'I know it's you. I forgive you!'

Blizzard spread his arms, much in the manner that Barney was employing. 'You forgive me for what? What the fuck are you talking about, son,' he said. 'Dad? I'm no' your dad. Where'd you get that from?'

Barney swallowed again. The tears suddenly dried up. He took a step back. Self-assurance vanished into the rain. He suddenly found himself looking at an old man with no hold on him, with no part to play in his future. Except that of being his Death.

'Why are you going to kill me, then? Why did you lead me up here?' he said.

Blizzard raised an eyebrow.

'Kill you? Is that what you think of me, Barney? After you saved my shop? I'm not going to kill you, Barney, for God's sake. Why'd you think that, son? I thought it would be the polis bloke following me. Didn't realise the eejit would stay behind to look after his bird.'

'Oh,' said Barney. 'Oh.' Not good in an unexpected situation.

'Why did you think I was your father?'

Barney's brow furrowed as he attempted to think. It had all seemed so obvious a few seconds ago. The dream, the madness, the omens; they had all been coming together.

'I don't know,' was all he said. Had not stopped to think that this life of his may be incredible, but it was not supernatural.

Not yet.

'You bloody eejit,' said Blizzard, smiling. Face black with running dye, old white teeth showing, mad eyes glinting. 'What happened to your father, then?'

'He died when I was six,' said Barney, buffeted by the wind.

'Six! Who the fuck did you think I was, then?'

Barney stood looking at the old man. Wet and cold, clothes sticking to him. This felt as if he was back where it had all began. The last few days he had faced the inevitability of his death, and now that it would be denied to him, did he know what he would do with himself?

'I thought I'd come up here to die,' said Barney, ignoring the question. 'I don't think I know anything any more.'

'Die?' said Blizzard. 'That's just a load of mince, son. You've got years in front of you. Mind you, I don't think we can go back to the shop, 'cause yon polis'll know where to find us. Unless you killed the bastard before you left.'

'No!'

'Oh, ach well. You and me, son. We can move on. Start another shop some place else. Just the two of us. Blizzard and Thomson, barbery with a smile and a knife.'

Barney was struggling. Brain in overload. Immediately began entertaining the prospect; at the same time knew that this man was a murdering psychopath. Could not yet escape the thought that he was his father, so sure had he been. Could not escape the dread of the dream and the belief in his forthcoming death.

'Come on, Barney. I know what you must think of me. But you and me, we're the same. This kind of thing follows us around. But if we go somewhere there's no Santa Clauses, we'd be set up. I'd be fine, son, I promise. We could go to Africa, or somewhere like yon. Asia, or something. Somewhere miles away from this bollock-freezing place. How about it?'

The rain seemed to increase in intensity, the wind blew strong. Old Leyman seemed to grow taller and more imposing in the black of this long midnight. Barney Thomson stared through the night and saw his future stretch out long and strange before him. Perhaps it was not his fate to die after all. Perhaps there were adventures still to be had. It was an enormous world out there, and so far he had tasted the highs and lows of Scotland. There must be more than this; that was what he had often said to himself. This could be his chance to find out. The possibilities were infinite.

Blizzard took a step towards him.

'Come on, son, I know where I'm going. I'm making a break over these hills, I've got some money in my pocket, and I'm never looking back. This is it, son. Our future awaits.'

Barney looked into the passionate eyes. A world of opportunity awaited him. And then suddenly he thought of the eyes of Arnie Medlock and Billy Hamilton. The eyes of Katie Dillinger, which would never see again. How could he possibly spend a life with this man? He himself had been responsible for the deaths of others, of that there was no doubt; but he was not a murderer. Yet this man who stood before him was. Most definitely. A loose cannon, a maverick, an unfettered beast. How could he ever trust him? How could he help to protect such a man from the authorities? It was madness to even consider travelling on with him.

He shook his head. His was a solo path, and that was what he must follow. The adventure could continue, but it must be on his own terms and in his own company.

He took a step back; Blizzard's eyes were wild, his mouth open, his hand outstretched.

'I have to go it alone,' said Barney.

And the sentence was barely free of his lips when it was followed by a loud cry as his foot slipped from the edge of the rock. Blizzard reached towards him, Barney frantically grabbed at his extended hand. Their fingers touched, hands clasped; and then slipped in the rain, and came free.

Barney made one more attempt to regain his balance; a frantic swirl of arms and legs and lunging body; and then he was falling off the side, heels making one last contact with the rock edge as he plummeted to the grave.

A short drop, no more than fifteen feet. In daylight, feet first, anyone could manage it. But in this storm Barney was out of control. His head cracked into a rock with a sound that Blizzard could hear; his neck snapped; his body crumpled into a fuddled heap, head twisted back at a hideous angle. And the rain fell and the wind blew.

Old Blizzard looked over the side, and so dark was the night that he could barely see the body below. He stared long enough and at last the pale stretch of Barney's neck looked up at him through the storm. Snapped like a Twiglet. He could see it. And the old man knew.

He backed slowly away from the edge of the rock in the bloody rain and howling gale. The brief few days when he'd imagined he might have found a soul mate of sorts were over. His was to remain a lone furrow after all.

He took one last look over the edge. Another simple future had been blown to the wind. For Barney Thomson was dead.

'Bugger that, well,' said Blizzard, as he turned and began the long walk to nowhere, dog collar soaked to his neck; a piece of clothing to which he might well remain attached.

Barber? Minister? What the hell, it was all about making people feel good about themselves. Or otherwise.

'Wonder what I can have for my supper,' he mumbled into the night.

I'll Be Your Jade Weapon

––––––––
The police arrived just a little too late. Forty-three minutes too late. The doorbell rang and, with Hertha Berlin gone, no one answered.
Inside the house all was peaceful and quiet. Not a mouse stirred. On the third floor Annie Webster rocked slowly back and forth on her crossed legs, over the strangled body of Ellie Winters. To and fro, slowly rocking, eyes wide and staring at the pale skin of Winters; a dead duck.

Behind the closed door of the lounge, Morty Goldman indulged in another Christmas feast.

Sergeant Marcus Grooby stood outside. Not dressed for the rain, having dashed the ten yards from his car. Under the awning outside the front door, his hair soaked; he looked cold. Rang the bell again, eventually tired of waiting.

Wondered if this silence pointed to the reason for the call. Marcus Grooby, thirty-one years old, as good-looking as you're going to get in Scotland, dragged away from an evening at the station with Constable Caitlin Moore, and the usual Sunday night romantic dance. No crime, just idle chatter and harmless flirting. A decent bloke, unused to the careless world of the serial killer. About to be given a rude awakening.

He tried the door and it swung open before him. Warmth and the serenity of thick carpets oozed out at him, and he took the giant step across the door into the house.

Rugby on a Saturday, church on Sunday, occasional golf on Sunday afternoons, ran the Scouts on a Friday, every day at work a little bit different from every other. Used words like ma'am and homicide because he watched too many American TV shows.

Grooby stepped gratefully in out of the cold, walking into the centre of the great hall. Thick carpet, pictures on the wall, and he took it all in. Knew not yet what unfolded no more than ten yards away, behind the unlocked door. So, a few short steps, first door he came to, hand to the knob, and in he walked.

Morty Goldman looked up as the door opened. About to be rumbled, but he did not care. He had already done enough to satisfy his primal urge. And if he should end up in prison for the next few years, then so be it. The things that mattered to him; well, they existed in plenty, whether in prison or not.

Sammy Gilchrist lay dead; bloody, hacked apart, but untouched thereafter. Morty preferred the medium dry with a hint of petrol fume claims of Fergus Flahrty's body. Shirt ripped open, knife into the chest, the heart cut out. The black gap in the ribcage, where the ribs had been torn apart and splintered, the blood on the turquoise shirt, were the first things that Grooby saw.

Then the virtual stump, where Goldman had torn off Flaherty's arm, using nothing but brute force. So an unclean, messy split. Then Grooby saw Goldman himself, the scene whipping through his brain and his sensibilities in a nanosecond. Covered in blood, cross-legged and relaxed, in much the same position as Annie Webster. Except while Webster stared solemnly at her victim, Goldman ate his. Heart already devoured; Grooby was interrupting him with the arm up to his face. Blood everywhere, food on his teeth, quiet slurping and munching sounds fighting for space with the murmur of the fire and a subdued O! Come All Ye Faithful.

'Jesus Christ,' gasped Grooby.

He immediately felt the surge from his stomach, and he turned away and vomited violently into the corner. Goldman sat and rocked and stared and was not concerned with his audience. He was sated, but was content to munch away until he was officially interrupted. Presumed that Grooby would not take that upon himself.

Throwing up indeed! When that idiot Lecter ate flesh, it was chic! It was 90's retro, it was fava-tastic, it was now; it was almost comedic in a BBC sitcom kind of a way. Bastard.

Morty sung along in his head to the song; his own words.

O Come let us adore him

O Come let us adore him

O Come let us adore him

Morty is cool.

*** 

The police arrived in force some twenty minutes later as a result of a desperate call from Grooby. He sat in the hall, propped against a wall, bum going numb. Could see the edge of Goldman's arm through the crack in the open door. Making sure he didn't go anywhere, but without confronting him. Unaware of the death of Ellie Winters upstairs, while Webster rocked back and forth, humming Rocking around the Christmas Tree. Within minutes the house was opened up, Webster was discovered and not a room was left clear of investigation.

Not a trace did they find of the handyman or of young Hertha Berlin. For at least those two people had escaped the night with their worlds intact.

But they still had Hertha Berlin's words on the peculiarity of the group who had gone calling at the church, and so of the twenty-three police officers who turned up in the first wave, four were dispatched to the kirk of the late Reverend Rolanoytez...

*** 

... where shepherds watched their flocks.

Katie Dillinger lay dead, an arrow in the back. Punctured her lung, and she was gone, gone, gone, joining her husbands in eternal misery, in a very special place.

Mulholland sat cross-legged, quite still. Holding Proudfoot's head in his lap. Constantly talking, encouraging responses from her. Attempting to keep her going until the ambulance arrived. Had never talked so much in all his life, and she smiled occasionally and could barely understand what he was saying.

He held her head, hoped not to cry. Ignored Socrates sitting close by, recently returned from attempting to find a phone. Had discovered all the lines in the area had been cut; the work, he assumed, of Leyman Blizzard; although, as it happened, it had been the afternoon's work of Sammy Gilchrist, who had been intending a little mayhem of his own, before being overtaken by events.

Socrates had searched the manse of the Reverend Rolanoytez for more modern telecommunications equipment, but had found only a 1930s gramophone. That, as well as a large collection of animal traps, several hundred Commercial Off The Shelf (COTS) porn mags, and two bodies. Had decided not to make the trip back up the road to the old house as he suspected things might have become a little too intense. And so he sat, close by, trying not to listen to Mulholland's endless embarrassing chatter. Many words of love, and he cringed at most of them. Men could be such saps for a bird with an arrow in the chest.

Mulholland talked of times past; the first occasion they'd met; her uninterested face; losing his temper, giving into romance, the great breadth of emotion in the thrall of which he had been held. A life in seconds, and then minutes, and on and on. Over an hour they waited before they heard the siren of the police car approaching. Over an hour with the occasional word from Proudfoot, and the faint heartbeat, and gentle gasps of air. And he had hope.

Finally, after all that time, they were approached by Sergeant Barnes, late of Grampian CID. Socrates saw him first. Not traumatised by the uniform like some of the others, and pleased in his way. Had been beginning to think that he really ought to make more of an effort to get to a phone than just walking the fifty yards to the manse.

Mulholland looked up, could say nothing.

'Better get an ambulance, Big Man' said Socrates. 'The lassie's got an arrow in the chest, of all things. Going to ruin her tits if it's not taken out soon. Whacked her napper 'n' all. And she's one of your mob, so you'd better get a shifty.'

Sergeant Barnes quickly bent over Proudfoot to check for himself, then radioed for the ambulance.

Soon the other policemen entered the church. Gallacher, Watson and Torrance, three of the Borders' finest. And they spread out and started to thump their way around the aisles.

'You do this?' said Sergeant Barnes to Socrates.

Socrates shrugged and remained cool.

'Naw, it was some old guy. Buggered off out the back about an hour ago. Long gone by now, I imagine. Long gone.'

Mulholland looked up at the sergeant. Head muddled, no more substance there than the endless stream of consciousness he had been babbling.

'He's right. It was an hour ago or more. He killed the lassie up the top there first, then shot the sergeant.'

Barnes leaned over and took a closer look. One of their own, indeed.

'Nice-looking bird,' he said. 'She still breathing?'

Mulholland glanced up. Proudfoot's eyelids flickered open.

'Aye,' they said in unison, her voice barely audible.

'Right enough,' said Barnes.

Then he stood up and looked around at this bleak place, now illuminated by the dull and mundane electric lights. Looked properly for the first time at the two bodies dangling from the rafters, noticed that the eyes were gone.

Turned away.

'What the fuck were you doing here anyway?' he asked.

Mulholland looked up again. That should have been What the fuck were you doing here anyway, sir? he thought.

'Getting married,' he said. 'That was the plan.'

And he shook his head and looked away from the pale face, drained of blood. But everywhere he looked he saw death, and he could take no comfort from it. Turned back to her, ran his fingers along her brow.

'The ambulance is coming, Erin. You've got to hang in there. Won't be long.'

There was a slight movement in his arms, she lifted her eyes, her lips parted.

'See me,' she said. 'Jade Weapon. Tough as old shite. I'm not dying yet.'

'You better not. If you're Jade Weapon, we've got some amount of shagging still to do.'

The smile stayed on her lips as she let her eyelids close.

'You're on. I'll be Jade Weapon, you can be Buzz Lightyear.'

Mind not quite in gear.

And, as best he could, he held her tightly. And in the dim, dreary distance, the ambulance was diverted from the house to the church, and Sergeant Barnes directed one of his men to cover up the faces of the two hanging bodies.

Socrates watched Mulholland and Proudfoot from a few yards away, eyes narrowed and shaking his head.

'Buzz Lightyear?' he said quietly to himself. 'What in the name of fuck is that all about?'

Epilogue: A Warm Evening In August

––––––––
A warm evening in August, the handyman did his final rounds. Checking doors were locked, computer terminals switched off, bins free of anything the cleaners ought not to be getting their hands on. It had been two years since Professor McLaurity had left a severed foot in the bucket, but it had been the first thing the handyman had been warned of when he'd arrived.
Not long in the job, but he already felt at home.

Checked the place out at the end of the day and at weekends; a few odd jobs around the building; shared a few cups of tea and the odd burger with the scientists; a few hours a day, and that was all it needed. Ten to twelve in the morning; a couple of hours of his choosing in the afternoon; nipped over from the house at close of play – sometimes after eleven – to check everything had been locked up. Easy. Hertha kept house for Professor Snake, who was about as nice an old man as you could have wished for, and the two of them couldn't have been happier.

The handyman wiped some dust from a laboratory table and made a mental note to check it again the following day after the cleaners had been in. Had to keep them on their toes. Wouldn't find dust like that if Hertha had been cleaning, he thought. And he laughed to himself.

'She sure is a feisty lady,' he said quietly, with a smile.

Hertha Berlin had blossomed. In a whole range of ways.

Still shaking his head and laughing, and already thinking of the night to come, he opened up the door at the end of the laboratory and stuck his head round. Looked at the long line of large jars filled with pink fluid.

They had done a bit of travelling, the handyman and Hertha Berlin. Had gone to all the handyman's old haunts. Memphis, Hawaii, Vegas, a few long, lonely highways. There had been some who'd recognised him, but no one had liked to say. After a few months they had returned to Scotland, had answered an ad in a local newspaper, and had settled down in the employ of the University of St Andrews.

The handyman looked along the line of jars and shook his head.

'There sure is some amount of weird shit going on,' he said. 'Weird goddam shit.'

The innocently titled Department of Human Biology contained many jars, with many body parts kept therein. In formaldehyde, or whatever fluid they could lay their hands on at the time. Limbs, organs, entrails, appendages, brains. They were all there.

The handyman looked into the Brain Room. Jar after jar of human brains. And in particular, since this was in support of Dr Gabriel's fifteen-year study on the physiology of the psychotic mind, the brains of ex-criminals; each jar neatly labelled. Malky Eight Feet. Brendan Buller, the Brechin Bastard. Wee Janice Twinklefingers. Dr Crevice. Captain Nutcruncher. Big Billy One Hand.

And so on the jars went. And right at the end, at eight months the most recent addition to the troupe, in a jar much like any other, the brain of the greatest serial killer that Scotland had ever known.

The brain of Barney Thomson.

The handyman shook his head again and flicked the light switch. Pulled the door closed and turned the key. Moved up to the secondary lock, then threw the dead bolt – as if any of the brains were getting out. Turned the tertiary lock, then locked the four padlocks. Finally zipped round the combination.

The Brain Room was the prized asset of the Department of Human Biology.

The handyman shook his head again and smiled.

'Weird goddam shit,' he said, twiddling the last knob. 'Still,' he added, beginning to walk off, already thinking of the quadruple pork burger with extra fries and mayonnaise which awaited him at home, 'there ain't no way there's any brains gonna get stolen outta that room. No way. There's none a these brains getting stolen and put into some weird goddam Frankenstein monster type a shit. No brains getting taken outta there, no siree. No siree.'

### 
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Prologue:  And The Doughnut Eaters Shall Inherit The Girth

––––––––
Melanie Honeyfoot's life was conducted to the tunes of children's rhymes and TV themes, which constantly played in her head. Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been; Bear In The Big Blue House; Tom & Jerry; To market, to market to buy a fat pig. Whatever seemed most appropriate at the time. She had found herself standing up in parliament arguing the finer points of a finance bill with her irritating opponent from the opposition, to the accompaniment of Winnie the Pooh. And every time she had to sit and listen to the First Minister, one of the old rhymes about kings came to her.
It wasn't that she had any children of her own. She had far too many things to achieve before she sacrificed her political ambitions at the altar of nine months of haemorrhoids, backache, alcohol deprivation, pâté and soft cheese deprivation, Prozac deprivation, chronic fatigue, heartburn, Carpal-tunnel syndrome, the inability to turn over in bed without the help of a crane, 24-hour vomiting and horrendous mental angst, concluding with God knows how many hours of screaming agony, to be swiftly followed by months of sleepless nights and tortured nipples, and years of no end of different types of stress and heartache.

The problem was that she had three brothers and four sisters, all of whom were festooned with children of various ages. All manner of the little buggers, whose company she was constantly forced to keep, and who were interested in her because they saw her on the television every so often, which made her almost on a par with Bob The Builder and Pingu.

She awoke on an unusually warm and sunny Thursday morning in mid-September, having dreamt about Rolie Polie Ollie's Uncle Gizmo. Not unusual in itself, although the sexual nature of the dream had been a little disconcerting. She lay with her eyes closed, Rolie's theme tune playing in her head. Thinking of the day ahead. The mundane drudgery of the boxes in the office that were going to have to be dealt with; the appearance on Scotland Today, something that always had her ridiculously dry-mouthed and weak-kneed; the early meeting with the First Minister, Jesse Longfellow-Moses; the two-minute appearance in front of parliament, all because that spineless little SNP twat wanted to get his own ugly mug on the box.

The meeting with the First Minister was the only item on the list which gave her even the merest ghost of excitement. In the year and three months since his re-election the man had become encumbered by the most insufferable self-importance. Now that they had finally moved into the new parliament building at the bottom of the Royal Mile, and JLM at last had an office that he could truly call his own, his conceit had even started outstripping his criminality. The back benches were rumbling and the muck-raking in the press about JLM, which had been running ever since he'd been elected – infidelity, dodgy-dealing, cronyism – had begun to intensify. The fact that it had started spreading to the cabinet was the really interesting thing.

She was just entering the fifteenth rendition of Rolie's theme, when something made her open her eyes and turn to her left. A slight movement.

She was not alone.

The sudden sight of the shock of black hair was a bit of a kick up the backside of her poise, as she hadn't realised that she'd spent the night in anyone's company. Certainly the previous evening had been very relaxed and suitably alcohol-fuelled, but it wasn't as if she was in the habit of forgetting entire nights of her life.

'Hello,' she said, after the little breath of air had escaped from the back of her throat.

'Morning,' said her bedfellow.

'Did we, eh...?' asked Honeyfoot.

'Have relations?'

Very old fashioned. Honeyfoot nodded. This was absurd. The previous night had seen the usual crew down at Beanscene – ministers, deputy ministers and varying degrees of sycophant – drinking too many vodka mixers, talking interminably about the role of the Executive and JLM's presidential inclinations, and listening to one of those bollock-thumping acoustic acts that Beanscene uncovered in spades. And, as usual, at a little before eleven o'clock, she had left the bar alone. [Honeyfoot imagined that her romantic ambitions lay splattered against the rocks of a) your average man's mistrust of a female politician, and b) the world's obsession with scrawny women. For she was, as they say, no stranger to a doughnut.]

'Yes,' said Honeyfoot, 'relations.'

'No, no relations, although, to be honest, I wouldn't say no if you were to offer.'

Honeyfoot looked away, and glanced at the digital clock. 0639. The morning was bright and the pale summer curtains – the woman in the shop had described their colour as supreme of August beige, as if they might be something you had served to you with broccoli and sautéed potatoes – barely kept out the light.

'You've spent the night, though?' asked Honeyfoot.

Her guest laughed lightly.

'No, no, you're getting the situation wrong. I've just arrived. I see where you're coming from, though.'

Honeyfoot looked with a little consternation, and pulled the light summer duvet – featuring a design styled pycnidium blue – up closer to her neck. Then she noticed that her visitor was fully clothed.

'Why?' was all she said at first.

'JLM sent me,' came the reply.

'At twenty to seven?'

'Well, he kind of left the timing up to me, you know.'

Honeyfoot was unimpressed. Rolie Polie Ollie had been replaced, for some reason that her mind would not have been able to fathom had she had the time to try, by Hey Diddle-Diddle.

'You couldn't have, like, knocked?' she said. 'And come at least an hour later?'

Her early morning visitor smiled.

'Well, you know, these things are better done at peculiar hours.'

'What things?' said Honeyfoot quickly. She wondered what was coming. JLM bloody well wasn't going to sack her, was he? That would be so typical of the man. She'd supported him all the way and now he was about to do the old Thatcher trick. Keep a constant turnover of government ministers so that no one individual had the chance to get their feet under the table, unless they were completely incompetent and therefore no threat to the seat of power. How many more of the cabinet would be getting these early morning visits? And from the likes of this clown? Who the Hell did JLM think he was?

'The bastard better not be about to fire me,' said Honeyfoot. She felt a bit ridiculous, having this conversation lying naked in bed, the covers at her chin, still a little damp after her Uncle Gizmo-fuelled erotic dream.

'Fire? No, no, not fire. Much too vulgar. Much.'

'What are you saying?' asked Honeyfoot quickly, heart rate increasing, suddenly very concerned, suddenly thinking that this wasn't going to be so ridiculous after all.

'Well, all right, maybe fire isn't so bad a word.'

There was a swift swish of arm against pycnidium blue duvet and Honeyfoot was looking at a 7.62mm calibre handgun with silencer attachment. She attempted the word 'what', but there came nothing but a strange little ejaculation of air.

The last thing she saw was the smile of her killer. All transpired so quickly, she didn't have time to move. Or think. Or react in any way. Just die.

Doof.

A sterile thud, and man that was all she wrote for Melanie Honeyfoot.

The blood soaked into the sheets and into the duvet cover, so that it began to look less like pycnidium blue and a bit more like hacienda maroon. And, as Honeyfoot's killer blew purposelessly over the top of the silencer and rose smoothly from the bed, the clock clicked round to 0640 and Good Morning Scotland blurted on, with talk of a warm front, sunny blue skies and an Indian summer.

Then Shall The Dust Return To The Earth As It Was: And The Spirit Shall Return Unto God Who Gave It

––––––––
Sometimes when the sun hits you first thing in the morning, bursting in through open curtains and creeping slowly across the floor, the warmth on your face is glorious. A delicious sensation that conjures up myriad remembrances; of warm summer days lying in fields, the buzz of insects and white clouds lazily drifting behind trees; of ice cream in the garden and adults drinking tea; of sandy beaches and laughing children and cold seas trundling facetiously up the sand; of long cycles along country lanes, the crunch of tyres on gravel, the bike juddering in your hands; of lying on grass-covered hills, the burble of a nearby stream mingling with the distant din of a jet, inching across the blue sky.
And sometimes it just plain bites you on the arse.

Barney Thomson sat up quickly in bed, the sun harsh on his face. He looked around the room and did not recognise it. Nothing. Not the maroon carpet, nor the walls painted cream to pick out the simple floral design on the floor, nor the rich furnishings, nor the clothes folded neatly over the back of a chair.

He let his head fall back onto his pillow and pulled the light, summer duvet over his face. Lying covered up, with his head enshrouded, somehow seemed more natural and the ugly sensation with which he had woken began to fade. And in his shroud he tried to remember where he was, but nothing would come, his brain shooting in a hundred directions at once.

The knocking at the door came again, and he realised it was that which had brought him so sharply from his dreamless slumber and not the sun. He pulled the cover quickly from his face and stared at the door. Deep mahogany, solid and stern.

'Come in,' he said, and he barely recognised his own voice or even the words that came out.

The door opened and a young woman walked in, carrying a tray of breakfast materials. She smiled, her teeth were extraordinarily white, and she was dressed in dark blue. Neatly cut trousers and a top with a high, Chinese buttoned neckline. The outfit was edged with very fine red and gold, and had a beautiful presence of its own, of uniformity and of lavish, unnecessary expense.

'Nice to see you're awake, Mr Thomson,' she said, standing properly before him, after laying the tray on a large round table. 'We weren't sure what you would like to eat, so there's a selection.'

He didn't reply. She was partly blocking the sun so that it was hitting the back of her head and creating a halo effect around her bobbed blonde hair. She was beautiful. Pale. Almost celestial. And Barney Thomson suddenly wondered if he was dead.

'There's bacon,' she began again, feeling a little disconcerted by the silence, 'three types of sausage, scrambled eggs made the American way, toast, strawberry jam and marmalade, tea, coffee, milk and two breakfast cereals.' She paused, but still Barney stared at her, wondering. 'We can get you anything else should you require it, please don't hesitate to ask.'

He released his tight grip on the duvet and rested his hands on his chest. Suddenly he felt very hungry, the smell of the bacon crawling under his skin, much as it does.

'Bacon will be just fine,' he said. 'And toast.'

She smiled again and began to walk from the room, her movements balletic, her strides little hops from one foot to the next, until she stopped at the door.

'Mr Weirdlove will be along in about an hour, if you could be ready then,' she said.

Barney nodded, no doubt the look on his face belying his general immersion in confusion.

'Where am I?' he asked.

She smiled again.

'Mr Weirdlove will explain everything,' she said.

And she was gone.

Barney looked at the door for a while. Then the feeling of confusion was surpassed by the sweeps of hunger and he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and gingerly made his way to the breakfast table.

*** 

The next time there was a knock at the door, Barney was anew. He had eaten everything on the table, he'd had a long, glorious shower under stinging hot water, and he had dressed in the only clothes he could find in the room. An outfit not unlike that of the ambrosial creature who had delivered his breakfast.

He'd looked in the mirror, and wasn't entirely sure who was looking back. He was Barney Thomson, barber, that much was there. But the rest, what there must have been of his life, seemed distant and detached, as if the memories belonged to someone else. And so he had plunged into his breakfast, temporarily blanking his mind to the past.

He couldn't see much out of the window. A cobbled courtyard, renovated Victorian buildings across the way, walls of blue and roofs of red. He had wondered about the door and what might lie without, but something had stayed his hand so that he had not even bothered trying. The room was strange to him, but it was comfortable and reassuring and he didn't feel the urge to leave.

He'd turned on the television and watched BBC Breakfast for a while. Riots in Northern Ireland, murder in Jerusalem, the UN frantically withdrawing from another African hotspot as the machetes began to swing, economic meltdown, tension on the Kashmiri border, financial scandal and sexual excursions surrounding this quadriennium's US president. Nothing new there then.

'Come in,' he said, at the insistent knock, and the door opened. This time it was a man in his 30's, a small briefcase clutched under his arm. Blonde hair – bit of a Will Paton No Way Out – very sleek dark suit, plain tie. Parker Weirdlove.

'Good, you're ready,' he said quickly, standing at the door. 'Come on.'

Barney rose from the breakfast table, where he had been finishing off the cold remnants of the tray.

'You going to tell me what's going on?' he asked, unconsciously increasing the speed of his movements at the tone of his visitor's voice.

'I doubt it,' said Weirdlove. 'I tend not to get involved in minutiae. I'll get someone else to fill you in.'

'That's not really acceptable,' said Barney, as they walked out the door and began to stride quickly along a short hall of thick carpets and lavish artwork.

Weirdlove stopped under a painting of a distinguished looking man in his late 40s.

'Do you even have the slightest idea where you are?' he asked sharply.

'No,' said Barney, 'I don't.'

'Exactly,' said Weirdlove, 'so what are you going to do about it?' And he turned and walked on.

Barney raised an eyebrow. Well, being woken by a stunningly attractive woman carrying a stunningly attractive breakfast, featuring the main food groups of bacon, eggs, coffee and toast, wasn't exactly the same as having your toenails ripped off and your testicles cremated. So he made the only decision that was really open to him, and starting walking quickly along the corridor.

'Where are we going?' he asked.

'To see the First Minister,' said Weirdlove.

'Don't get it,' said Barney.

'Jesse Longfellow-Moses,' said Weirdlove.

They came to a short flight of stairs, down which Parker Weirdlove practically ran, then suddenly they were outside into the warmth of a glorious September morning. A quick walk through a small courtyard and then they were out onto the Canongate, the bottom end of Edinburgh's Royal Mile, and charging downhill.

'First Minister of what?' asked Barney.

'The Scottish Parliament,' said Weirdlove.

'Right,' said Barney. The concept of First Minister came back to him, but he had never heard of Jesse Longfellow-Moses. 'Should I know him?' he asked.

Weirdlove stopped suddenly, beside a small flight of steps. He fished something from his pocket and handed it to Barney. It was a pass to the Scottish Parliament buildings, already embellished with Barney's picture and signature.

'Don't lose it,' said Weirdlove. Then he turned, walked up the steps and swept into the foyer, Barney in his wake, at a gentle trot. Weirdlove showed his pass with a quick flick of his wrist, Barney followed suit, then they were through security and Weirdlove was walking up a flight of steps two at a time, up into the Assembly building, nodding at the occasional dark-suited civil servant who passed them by in the opposite direction.

'You've been out the loop awhile,' he said, 'so you're excused. But there are a few do's and don'ts, so pay attention. You listening?'

'Aye,' said Barney, wondering which loop it was he'd been out of.

'You call him First Minister,' said Weirdlove, his voice crisp and neat like a butt-naked skelp. 'Don't look him in the eye. Agree with everything he says. Do everything he asks. Speak when you're spoken to. Don't pick your nose, don't scratch your arse, don't adjust your genitals, don't pick food out your teeth, wax out your ear or gunge out your toenails. Don't breathe on him. Don't mention his wife. Don't mention policy. If he asks your opinion on something, give him his opinion, not yours. Don't talk about the weather. And never,' said Weirdlove, stopping abruptly under another portrait of Jesse Longfellow-Moses, so that Barney nearly walked into the back of him, 'never use the 'W' word.'

He stared with an unnerving intensity into Barney's eyes, daring him to ask what the 'W' word was. Barney nodded.

'Right,' he said.

Another look of conflagration from Weirdlove, then he turned quickly and pushed open a set of luxurious double doors, nearly taking out the Minister for Parliamentary Business as he did so.

'Morning, Nelly,' he barked at her, and she scowled and went on her way.

'Nelly Stratton,' said Weirdlove, turning up a set of carpeted stairs, under yet another beaming and very flattering portrait of Longfellow-Moses. 'Minister for Parliamentary Business. Nebby wee cow.'

Barney said nothing. Coming to terms with being in the seat of power, such as it was. And wondering about the man in all the portraits.

'You get all that, Mr Thomson?' asked Weirdlove.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Nelly Stratton.'

'Not that, you idiot,' said Weirdlove. 'The instructions?'

'Aye,' said Barney, 'aye, I think so.'

'Good.'

At the top of this flight of stairs, Weirdlove stopped again, this time outside a door, at the end of another long corridor lined with more portraits of the esteemed leader. A security man sat at a desk, but he had already returned to reading his newspaper after catching sight of Weirdlove.

'We're here,' said Weirdlove. 'You ready?'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Pumped.'

'Tone!' barked Weirdlove. 'Right, all the equipment you need is in there. The First Minister likes a Frank Sinatra '62. Get to work.'

'Sinatra,' Barney repeated.

'You familiar with it?'

'Absolutely.'

'You'd better be.'

And with that, Parker Weirdlove walked quickly away back downstairs, other fish to fry, other ministers to pop on the barbie.

Barney Thomson watched him go, then turned and looked at the door. It was a regulation affair; wood, plain, gold-coloured knob. And who knew what lay behind? Awash with confusion, head and body seemingly immersed in sludge, feeling like an antelope about to go to a lion party disguised as a wildebeest, he took a deep breath and opened the door.

The Edge Of Jealousy

––––––––
'You heard what he's done now?'
There were two of them in the room. Winona Wanderlip and Wally McLaven. She was the Minister for Enterprise, also burdened with the jobs of Minister for Science and Minister for Scottish Soup, or something or other. McLaven was Minister for Tourism, Culture & Sport.

Wanderlip was sitting at the desk, leaning back, her wrists resting on the edge of the wood, her fingers tapping. Loud staccato clicks from her long fingernails, except for the dull tap of the left hand ring finger, where she had bitten the nail down to the wire. McLaven was standing at the window, his back to her, staring blankly up Holyrood Road.

'Go on,' he said. Disinterested. He knew what she was like. Longfellow-Moses couldn't take a shit without her complaining about the toilet paper he used. Of course, the fact that JLM had his toilet paper delivered directly from Harrod's Water Closet Accessories Department, with every sheet individually stamped with his initials in gold leaf, and that he employed someone to actually do the wiping for him, meant that she had a point. Sometimes, though, he just couldn't be bothered listening to her. It was like having another wife.

'He's snubbed Graham again,' she said, crisply. 'He's coming up here next week to deliver the speech to the CBI, and JLM's not going. The man's an utter arse.'

'Look, Winnie, to be fair to the lad, Longfellow-Moses,' said McLaven, 'your man Graham'll deliver exactly the same speech he gave last year.'

'That's not the point,' she snapped. She hated being called Winnie. She had replaced her finger tapping with the incessant single tap of her right index finger. Her lips were thin and angry, she was breathing heavily through her nose. McLaven turned round, because he found her incredibly attractive when she was mad.

'Don't smile like that,' she said, at the cheeky look on his face.

'That Morse code you're tapping out there, Winnie?' he asked. 'Death to Longfellow, Death to Longfellow.'

She stopped tapping.

'It's not funny, Wally,' she said. 'Something's got to be done about him. He's just a guy, not some bloody God-king.'

'You should've stood against him,' said McLaven, shaking his head, speaking the line that he always gave her.

JLM had been elected party leader in the middle of the previous parliamentary term, after the resignation of his predecessor, who'd been caught engaging in sexual activity with a melon. Wanderlip had started a campaign against him, but had withdrawn from the leadership race due to a sharp dose of political expediency.

'That's old news,' she said, then she stood up quickly and waved a finger at him, as if she'd only just realised something. 'That's it, isn't it? Isn't it?'

McLaven shrugged.

'To be fair to you, Winnie, I don't know what you're talking about.'

She walked round from behind the desk, her arms bent, her hands cupping a pair of invisible grapefruit. Her blouse was tight, made tighter by the movement of her arms, and McLaven looked at her breasts.

'It's not old news, is it?' she said. 'It was thirty months ago. Thirty months. That's, like, not even three years.'

'God, Winnie, you so went to university.'

'It's nothing,' she continued, ignoring the sarcasm, 'but look what he's done. Just thirty months, and in that time he's turned himself into this thing, this dictator. It'd be bad enough if he'd been in power for years, decades, but this. We forget so quickly, Wally, don't you see? It seems like he's been there forever, we think he's got the popular support of the people, but he hasn't.'

He looked at her. He didn't say he won an election last year, because he didn't need to.

'Less than forty percent turn-out,' she said in response to his thought. 'What the Hell is that? Did you know he's got his own private hairdresser starting work today? Excuse me? How many people has he got up there in that inner circle now? How many? All on the government payroll, all being paid for by the people of Scotland. What the Hell is that? He's got his nice new shiny building to play with, and he's building up his staff to go along with it. It's shocking!'

McLaven nodded.

'You know, Winnie,' he said, 'your breasts are just different class. Have you had, like, surgery or anything?'

She raised a finger at him, but didn't rise to the bait of the cheeky smile – the smile that had once fooled so many referees.

'It's serious, Wally,' she said. 'The guy's out of control. It's time we started doing something.'

'On you go, then,' he said, almost managing to look her in the eye. 'What's stopping you?'

'Christ, you know I can't,' she said. 'There's too much history. Everyone would think I was only doing it because I wanted his job.'

'You do want his job,' he said.

'It's bigger than that,' she said hurriedly. 'We've got to do this for the good of the country.'

'Aye,' said Wally. 'Aye.'

'But it can't be me,' she said, returning to the seat behind her desk. Wally watched her for a few seconds then turned away again – now that her breasts had calmed down – and looked back out at the early morning heat haze on top of the leaf-shaped windows that garnished the roof of the low central building of the parliament.

'We need it to come from someone who was part of his team. An insider.'

'I hope you're not about to ask me,' said McLaven without turning.

'Don't be ridiculous,' she said, 'someone serious. No, Melanie's the one. Melanie.'

'Speak to her then,' said McLaven, disinterested.

'I will,' said Wanderlip. 'She's just not in yet today. Don't know where she's got to.'

'Out shagging, I expect,' said McLaven, although he didn't believe it. He just had an in-built bloke's need to say the word shagging every so often.

'God,' said Wanderlip, 'it's nine o'clock in the morning.'

McLaven grunted.

'No, I'll just have to wait until she gets in,' said Wanderlip, stroking her chin. 'In fact, it might be best for me to engineer a little disagreement between her and Jesse before I make my approach. Make her more susceptible to persuasion.'

McLaven glanced over her shoulder, but she was no longer talking to him. She was plotting aloud to no one but herself. He watched her for a few seconds, watched the wheels turning, then looked away again, out into the warmth of a bright late summer's morning. The type of morning that reminded him of Italia '90, when he and the lads had been so close to soccer glory. Defeat to Costa Rica, and playing like a complete bunch of women against Brazil aside, of course.

The Last King Of Holyrood

––––––––
Barney stepped into the room, then stood with the door open, staring at the scene before him. Of the seven people already there, only one turned to look at him.
He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting of the First Minister's office. Sterility? Or perhaps overindulgent wallpaper and unnecessarily plush carpeting. The odd Van Gogh on the walls, a throwaway painting the bloke had knocked up one evening, in between the ear thing and quaffing endless bottles of petroleum-grade Bergerac. Probably a picture of the First Minister meeting Her Majesty, genuflecting just enough not to get his head removed. A photograph of the regulation wife and two children. Perhaps a Zulu shield he'd picked up on a trip to South Africa, when he'd been trying to pretend he was some sort of world statesman.

However ... one wall was completely taken up with a mural, a magnificent painting of breadth and vision. A modern day sermon-on-the-mount, a throng at the foot of a hill, with Jesse Longfellow-Moses standing above them, his arms outstretched, beseeching them to follow his example, to live as he would have them live. A painting of breathtaking hubris, from the artist as well as the subject. JLM's face was warm and giving and magnificent, as if radiating God's light. And the faces of the crowd reflected that glory, as they gazed upwards in loving admiration.

The mural dominated the room, the rest of which almost conformed to the plan. Barney was still staring at it, awestruck, when the one person to notice him entering the room came and stood beside him.

'Close the door,' said the man, who was dressed with absurd cool. Sharp, dark suit, black tie, and £5000 shades, paid for by the taxpayer.

Barney dragged his eyes away from those of the painting of JLM, looked at the man, shook his head to get his mind back into the real world – if this was the real world – let the words finally sink in, said, 'Oh, aye, sure,' and closed the door.

'You're Barney Thomson, the barber,' said the man.

Barney nodded. As far as he could remember.

'The First Minister's waiting.'

Man In Dark Suit walked away from him and Barney's gaze followed his path to the huge, absurdly shaped windows which looked out over the white meringue of the Dynamic Earth building, with the sweeping hill of Arthur's Seat rising up behind. Standing at the window, his back to the room, was the First Minister himself, hands clasped behind him. Barney stared at the greying hair of the back of his head for a few seconds, then looked around the room at the rest of the entourage.

There were two women sitting at a desk, opposite the mural. They were both straight-backed, smartly dressed in a similar style to Barney, wore impossibly chic spectacles, and were punching away at laptops, engrossed enough not to have noticed Barney enter. Above the desk at which they sat was the regulation picture of JLM and Her Majesty, and only the best photographic technicians would have been able to tell that the picture had been digitally altered to show Her Majesty looking almost in awe of her new lieutenant.

Beside the desk, sitting in the corner on a comfy chair, was another woman, wearing a dog collar, reading the Bible. She was young, attractive, and Barney had trouble taking his eyes off her. When he did, he looked at the man who was standing before the mural, studying it intently. He might have been standing there for several hours, so intense was the look of concentration on his face. He too was a man of God.

The only other person in the room was standing at the window, mincing around a tailor's dummy. Arse out, knees together, lips pursed, hands fussing, nose in the air, he puttered around the dummy, tutting constantly. The mannequin was garbed in rich, blue silk and, rather than the usual crash-test face, its head wore a mask of JLM.

Barney shivered and walked forward. He had no idea from where he had awoken, but it felt like he'd now walked onto the set of some weird motion picture event. A government as depicted by Terry Gilliam.

JLM's desk was suitably grandiose, and an utter shambles of paper. Everything from Top Secret Foreign & Commonwealth Office files to brochures for Alaskan cruises and skiing holidays in the Italian Alps. It was a mess, as if every morning JLM opened up his mail, had a quick check through, then dumped it in a pile, waiting for a secretary who never came to clear it away. Under the pile were three phones, one of which was old fashioned and a virulent red colour, and Barney wondered to whom it might be a direct connection. The Kremlin? The UN? Pizza delivery? Swedish massage parlour? Westminster?

Ah, thought Barney. The 'W' word. Maybe his brain wasn't as dysfunctional as he'd thought.

Man In Dark Suit leant in towards the First Minister and whispered something in his ear. JLM turned immediately. He gazed upon Barney with curiosity for less time than it took him to assess a political opponent, then he broke into a huge smile and walked round the desk, warm hand of friendship extended.

'Mr Thomson, Mr Thomson,' he said, shaking Barney's hand vigorously. 'Can I call you Barney?'

I suspect, thought Barney, given the set-up here, you could call me anything you damn well please.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'First Minister,' he added.

'Wonderful, wonderful,' said JLM. 'Tremendous. Really marvellous.'

He finally released Barney's hand and stood staring at him, looking deep into the eyes, the smile never leaving his face.

'Lovely,' he said, after a while. 'How d'you feel? You've been through a lot,' he added, as if Barney was supposed to know exactly what that was.

'I'm all right,' said Barney. 'Not really sure what it is I've actually been through.'

JLM laughed, the big booming laugh he had first cultivated to draw attention to himself, but which now escaped from the barrel of his chest under almost any circumstance. When that had died down to manageable levels, he stepped forward and clasped Barney by the shoulder.

'Mr Weirdlove didn't fill you in on all the details, then?' he asked, smiling, then continued talking over Barney when he tried to reply. 'I'll get someone to take you through it later. Hope you remember how to cut hair, eh?' he asked. And the smile was still there, but this time Barney knew enough to know that there was a bit of an edge to the voice.

'No bother,' said Barney, not feeling anything like as confident as he was attempting to imply.

'Good, good, don't have to get one of the lads to give you a pair of concrete slippers and drop you off the Forth Bridge then,' said JLM, still laughing.

'Aye,' said Barney, because he had no idea what else to say.

JLM gave Barney's shoulders a squeeze, then looked around the room. Still the only one of the others to be paying them any attention was Man In Dark Suit.

'Right,' said JLM, 'let me introduce you to a few people. You've already met The Amazing Mr X?' he said, turning back to Man In Dark Suit.

Barney nodded and looked at Man In Dark Suit. He wanted to say, you're kidding me, right? He thought better of it, however. The Amazing Mr X might zap him with a destructor ray.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Should that be The for short?'

'X,' grunted The Amazing Mr X, and JLM smiled.

'Security,' said JLM, 'got to have it these days. The Amazing Mr X is ex-SAS. Beautiful bloke, really lovely, really sensitive, but kill you as soon as look at you. Tremendous chap. Really lovely. A bit heavy-handed sometimes, but seriously, you need that these days when you're a world leader.'

Barney nodded. Perhaps he was on another planet.

'Come on,' said JLM, 'I'll introduce you to the rest of the team. One short at the moment, I'm afraid. Veronica Walters, my PA, blagged the big one in a car crash last month, and I still haven't been able to replace her. It's all been a bit of a shambles since we moved in. Shocking surprise, as you can imagine. Terrible shame, she was a lovely girl. Really lovely. Very dear and sweet.'

Well, thought Barney, that explains the desk; but how could the First Minister not get a replacement? JLM led him towards the crash-test dummy. The dresser, who had been continually dancing around his latest creation, finally stopped at the approach of his master.

'Barney,' said JLM, 'I'd like you to meet Veron Veron, my dresser. Really super person, absolutely super. Smashing chap.'

Veron Veron held out a languid hand. Barney wasn't sure if he was supposed to shake it, kiss it or caress it, so he grabbed it roughly, gave it a quick shookle and took three steps back.

'Pleasure,' said Barney.

'I'm sure,' said Veron Veron, and he smiled ingratiatingly, waited to see if the boss intended to pronounce further and then buzzed back to his dressing.

'Lovely,' said JLM. 'Look, I'd better quickly run you through the others. I've got a ten-forty at the television studio, so you'll need to give me a bit of a tidy up before I go. My hair's been an absolute disaster since Phillipe's closed down.'

'Smashing,' said Barney, picking up the groove.

'Right,' said JLM, 'the two women at the desk are Dr Farrow, my physician, and Dr Blackadder, who's a bit of a psychiatrist. Between you and me,' he said, lowering his voice, 'I have the odd couch session myself, but really she's here to write psychological profiles on all those other wankers in the cabinet and on the benches.'

'Good,' said Barney. That, at least, made sense.

'Then there's my two spiritual advisors. The Reverend Blake, who's in the chair, and Father Michael. Bit of an odd one, to be frank,' said JLM, the voice lowering again, 'spends most of the day studying the mural. Very strange.'

'You're a religious man, then?' said Barney.

'Christ, no!' ejaculated JLM, 'absolute load of pants. I mean, it's ridiculous. Most of the voters never set foot in a church, most of them couldn't give a bloody toss about religion, but you still have to be seen to be spiritual as a politician, or the press dump enormous amounts of faeces on you from the highest mountain. Bloody shambles. And, of course, you know what it's like, can't have one without the other, so I've got two of them here. And the study group's recommending I draft in a Muslim, and I've just got to do it. Who knows where it'll end.'

'Aye,' said Barney.

'Right, smashing,' said JLM, 'that's the team you're going to be part of. Hope you like them.'

'Lovely,' said Barney.

'Champion,' said JLM.

'Excellent,' said Barney.

'Smashing,' said JLM. 'Absolutely champion. Right, let's get to it. I've got a seat set up in the bathroom. Saves getting the mess in here. You're happy with a Sinatra '62?'

'Should be,' said Barney.

'Think I'll suit it?' asked JLM, then walked off before Barney could answer.

Barney walked after JLM towards a door, which he could now see lay right in the middle of the mural. He looked down at his hands and held them before him, flexing the fingers. How long had it been since he'd cut anyone's hair? He had no idea. He had no idea how long it was since he'd done anything.

As he followed JLM into the bathroom, The Amazing Mr X suddenly appeared between him and the First Minister and one of the two women at the desk finally looked up, glanced over her impossibly chic spectacles at Barney, studied him for a few seconds until the door was closed, then turned back to her psychological profile of Winona Wanderlip.

The Parliament Sits In The Land

––––––––
Melanie Honeyfoot's private secretary was sufficiently concerned about her boss's absence to start trying to contact her as early as eight-thirty. She was generally never later than eight o'clock, and on a day when she was due in private with the First Minister at nine-thirty, it was usual that she would be in even earlier to prepare. So by 0821, Charlotte Williams had had enough of answering questions from people curious as to Honeyfoot's whereabouts, and had decided to go round to her apartment in Leith.
She walked briskly from the office, past curious glances, out of the building, grabbed a taxi that had just turned onto Canongate, then sat in traffic for twenty minutes, thinking that she was going to look very stupid if Honeyfoot had turned up at work two seconds after she'd left.

When she arrived she asked the taxi to wait, then stood outside the building for a minute, the glorious warm sun on her back, pressing the buzzer intermittently, reluctant to actually let herself in with the key that Honeyfoot had given her two years previously. It was one of the modern apartment blocks down by the docks, in between an area of dereliction and another exclusive housing development. Eventually she bit the bullet and her bottom lip and let herself in. Up the stairs, third floor, rang the bell and knocked a few times. Finally, feeling very nervous, she put the key in the lock, explanations of why Honeyfoot was not answering the door galloping through her head.

She could've spent the night at someone else's house. Worse, there could be someone else here, and they could still be at it. So carried away with the absurd concupiscence of lovemaking that they paid no attention to the phone or the door.

She pushed the door open, walked in and was immediately aware of the silence and the loud click that her shoes made on the parquet. She stopped, she listened, and at last her sixth sense kicked in, and she felt the hairs on the back of her neck press against the collar of her plain white blouse.

And now she knew. She walked straight for the bedroom, but slowly, vomit rising in her stomach. Didn't want to find what she was going to find. From doubt and concern that she was making a fool of herself, to the sure and certain knowledge that she was about to find Honeyfoot dead.

The bedroom door was closed. She hesitated. She stared at the handle. Suddenly she worried about fingerprints. Maybe hers would be the only other prints found on the premises. And she pulled the cuff of her blouse down over her fingers, gingerly turned the handle, and pushed the door open.

The extraordinary heat hit her first of all, from nothing more than the sun beating in through large south-east facing windows, on a balmy late summer's morning. She walked in and shivered, despite the heat. She felt cold; she felt death. She looked at the bed. She could almost sense the body of Melanie Honeyfoot lying there, dead through unnatural causes.

But the bed was empty. The duvet had been pulled neatly up to the pillows, and folded back. Almost as if it hadn't been slept in. She stood just inside the door and looked at the room. Trying to fathom the difference between what she could see and what she could sense.

Then the level-headed woman inside her, the person that saw rational explanation in everything, dismissed the strange intuition that had haunted her for a few seconds. The analytical triumphed over the deceit of imagination, and she walked quickly into the room to check for any sign of where Honeyfoot might have gone. And already she was thinking that the most likely explanation was that she'd been at someone else's house the night before and had been held up on the way to work. More than likely, thought Charlotte Williams, by the time she got back to the office, Honeyfoot would already be there, and very displeased at Williams's absence.

And so, after a quick check of each room of the apartment – a check which revealed nothing that she did not already know about her employer – and a minute's reflection while looking into the dark waters of Leith docks, Charlotte Williams locked the door behind her and ran back downstairs to the waiting taxi.

*** 

'You see,' said JLM, who was already in full flow, 'the people just don't understand what it's like to be me. The pressures, the tensions.'

Barney nodded. The bathroom was spacious and bright, with large windows looking out over Queensberry House and the buildings on up the Royal Mile, and more mirrors than your average Hollywood narcissist has in his/her entire mansion. He had been studying the First Minister's hair carefully for some five minutes and had yet to make a positive move. He felt a bit like a man sitting behind the wheel of a car after having been banned from driving for thirty years. He knew he used to do this, but wasn't exactly sure how to start.

'You all right back there,' asked JLM, 'you don't seem to be doing much?'

'Aye,' said Barney, 'I'm fine. A Sinatra '62, you said?'

'Yeah,' said JLM, 'I loved Sinatra. My kind of guy. Lovely. And deep. Very deep. Champion bloke. I see a lot of myself in the man. And he had great hair too, you can't argue that. Even when it wasn't his own, you know what I'm saying?' and he laughed.

Part of the problem, Barney was thinking, was that JLM pretty much already had a Sinatra '62. The line about it getting out of hand since Phillipe's had closed down was absurd; more than likely that Phillipe's had closed three days earlier. And so, as his mind worked its way out of the sludge in which it had been immersed since he had awoken that morning, the obvious fact dawned on Barney that he was cutting the hair of a man who was unnaturally obsessed with self-image. He was the First Minister, he would constantly be on television and in parliament, and making public appearances, visiting schools and hospitals. Of course he was going to notice every hair that was two-thirds of a millimetre too long. Especially when he was as dedicated to the promotion of his own image as JLM clearly was, what with portraits of himself ornamenting every wall.

And all at once, having understood the psychology of the man before him – something that all good barbers instinctively do – Barney knew where to start the cut, and what was required of him. He lifted the electric razor, he hooked on a no. 3 head, flicked the switch so that he felt the reassuring buzz of the razor in his hand, then moved smoothly onto JLM's neck.

'They say Sinatra had extraordinary nasal hair,' said Barney casually, getting back into the old barber routine, but not quite yet managing anything approaching insight. JLM chose to ignore him, as he studied himself in the mirror.

The door opened, and Barney noticed the flash of anger cross JLM's face that there had been no knock, an anger that died when Parker Weirdlove walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind him. The Amazing Mr X's hand flashed to the inside of his jacket, then relaxed.

'Good morning, sir,' said Weirdlove.

'Parker,' said JLM.

Weirdlove stood behind them, glanced at the folder he was carrying, then engaged JLM's eyes in the mirror.

'First up, you've got a 9:30 with Melanie Honeyfoot,' said Weirdlove, and JLM did a small thing with his lips to indicate disdain. 'She'll be pressing you for a further move on tax reform. Still looking to introduce a bill into this session. My sources tell me she has compiled some compelling evidence on the need for an introduction of a further levy on the Scottish taxpayer.'

He looked up and smiled wryly at JLM, who shook his head. Fortunately Barney was truly back at the helm, saw the movement coming, and made a smooth evasive manoeuvre.

'You're pencilled in for thirty minutes, but I'll get you out after five. Three if you really want. She's a no-show so far today, so I don't know what's going on there.'

'A no-show?' said JLM, and he did another thing with his mouth.

'Television studio at 10:20 for the link up with This Morning, which'll take place from 10:40 until approximately 10:45.'

'Christ, five minutes?' said JLM. 'Bloody cheek. Who do they think they're getting?'

'They're playing hardball. It was that or nothing. You're on between Mel C talking about her new tattoo, and a woman discussing what went wrong with her vaginoplasty.'

Weirdlove looked up. JLM closed his eyes but remembered not to shake his head.

'Tell me she's going to ask us about what we're doing for the arts and sciences and our plans for transport and the health service.'

'You can try and swing it that way if you can, but it's doubtful,' said Weirdlove. 'They're looking to ask you about your affair and if you're concealing any others. And they haven't said anything, but it's a fair bet she'll bring up Hookergate.'

'Oh, for crying out loud,' said JLM. 'Why am I doing this programme?'

Weirdlove ignored him. Because you're desperate to get your face on television, regardless of the circumstances, he could've replied, but didn't.

JLM engaged Barney's eyes, and gave him a knowing look.

'You'll know all about Hookergate, I suppose?' he asked.

'Never heard of it,' said Barney, who wanted to add, I'd never even heard of you until this morning, but thought better of it.

'Bloody nonsense,' said JLM. 'My secretary who just pegged it, Veronica, Mrs Walters, was a lovely girl, really super. She rented out the apartment above my constituency offices in Perth. All above board, splendid business, no one was getting bitten on the bollocks. Now, she was a lovely girl, big rosy lips, bit of a looker, really, really champion lips, smashing lips. Red and full, you know the way lips can be. Liked to sleep around and what's wrong with that? Anyway, there have been some ridiculous accusations floating around that she was a bit of a whore, and that she used the apartment for business purposes. Bloody nonsense. And of course, I'm getting dragged into the whole bloody shambles. Bloody shambles, the lot of it.'

'You've to be back at Holyrood,' said Weirdlove, interjecting, 'for an 11:25 with the chairman of the subcommittee investigating changes to the Freedom of Information Bill.'

'More bollocks,' said JLM to Barney.

'You're doing lunch in the members restaurant with the leader of the Scottish Coastal Forum and the Deputy Minister for Rural Affairs.'

'Chap called Applecross,' said JLM to Barney, 'complete wanker. Scottish Coastal Forum for Christ's sake. Do we even have a coast anymore?' he added, obscurely.

'You have to be in parliament for questions at 2:30pm.'

'The usual bollocks?' asked JLM.

'Absolutely,' replied Weirdlove, 'although the leader of the opposition is scraping the bottom of a whole new barrel. He apparently wants to know if it's true that you don't let your children watch Disney videos.'

'Jesus Christ,' said JLM, 'do I have to go? Can't Benderhook take care of it?'

'You're penned in, I'm afraid,' said Weirdlove. 'You don't answer it this week, you'll have to do it next week.'

'Couldn't we fix Benderhook up to do First Minister's questions every week? Don't know why I even have to bloody bother with parliament. Everyone knows it just gets in my way. Got much better things to do.'

'You've got a 4pm with the leader of the committee on GM trials.'

'Good God, it gets worse,' said JLM.

'He's going to lobby for you to visit the trial on the Black Isle.'

Barney had almost finished the razor work and was now moving with assurance and confidence round the ears. It might be a day or two before he could cut with verve, panache, style and élan, but this would do for now.

'You mean like Jamaica or something?' said JLM.

'The Black Isle is just north of Inverness. It's not actually an island.'

'Christ,' said JLM, 'I'm not going away up there. For God's sake. That mob only ever vote SNP or LibDem, so it's not like it's worth my bloody time.'

'And you've got a 4:45 with Nancy Hackenbush.'

'God, you're going to have to help me out there,' said JLM.

'You want her to chair the Committee on Racial Equality.'

'God,' muttered JLM.

He caught Barney's eye in the mirror, and was about to utter something abject about the horrendous lot of a First Minister, when Weirdlove concluded.

'And you've two day's paperwork to catch up on, as well as what arrives today. You wanted to be up-to-date before your visit to Brussels tomorrow.'

'See,' said JLM, looking at Barney. 'See the life I lead. Everyone thinks it's wonderful, all this power. But it's hassle, you know, a bloody hassle. It's like this wonderful parliament building we've just moved into. It's a thing of beauty. It's like a naked woman smothered in white, Hawaiian honey. Lovely. Grows out the ground, that's what Miralles said. It was Dewar who sanctioned the whole thing, of course, but I couldn't have chosen better myself. But is anyone happy? Course not. They just bitch about how much it cost, and I get all the blame. Bloody nonsense. Don't know why I bother.'

'Why d'you do it then?' asked Barney, and Weirdlove gave him a look.

JLM examined Barney's face for any signs of acerbity or sarcasm, but decided that none had been intended.

'I was called,' said JLM grandly. 'I truly believe I was called.'

Barney nodded. Weirdlove shot JLM another little glance. The Amazing Mr X, as he had throughout proceedings, kept his eye on the door and said nothing.

Blessed Are The Storytellers

––––––––
Charlotte Williams arrived back in the office five minutes before Parker Weirdlove, Jesse Longfellow-Moses – who was sporting a quite delicious Frank Sinatra '62 – and The Amazing Mr X, trooped in, primed like coiled springs for their meeting with Melanie Honeyfoot.
And in those five minutes, Williams had made three calls, which were enough to ascertain that at the end of the previous evening, Honeyfoot had definitely returned to her apartment, on her own, and in a reasonably sober condition. There was no explanation as to why she had not slept in her own bed. In the claustrophobic world of Scottish politics, it would not be long before someone in the press got hold of the fact that Honeyfoot was unaccounted for and suddenly the story would blow up in their faces.

Weirdlove stood at Williams's desk, while JLM waited and looked around the other members of staff in the outer office, embracing them with the warmth of his munificence. The Amazing Mr X stood still, his hands clasped in front of him, a caged panther waiting to descend with awesome force and the opprobrium of high office upon anyone who might threaten his master.

'I take it Ms Honeyfoot has arrived safely?' said Weirdlove.

'She's not here,' said Williams, crisply, trying not to be daunted by Weirdlove.

'What d'you mean?' snapped Weirdlove.

'She hasn't, she's not,' said Williams, being daunted despite herself, 'she hasn't arrived this morning.'

'Where is she?'

'I don't know.'

'Do you think the First Minister's got nothing better to do with his time, Mrs Williams?'

'No,' she said, 'I mean, yes. I, eh, I've tried to contact Melanie.'

'How very wonderful of you,' said Weirdlove. 'The First Minister is leaving now. Should Ms Honeyfoot deign to show her face, please inform her that the meeting has been cancelled and, should she want another one, not to imagine that it will happen before the next session of parliament. Goodbye.'

Weirdlove turned quickly and walked from the office. JLM nodded at Williams, said 'Lovely, really lovely, thank you,' and followed Weirdlove. The Amazing Mr X made a quick scan of the office to see if anyone was regarding his employer with inappropriate levels of irreverence, then followed JLM a couple of paces behind.

* 

Williams immediately phoned building security and informed them of the peculiarity of Honeyfoot's absence. Building security made a few initial inquiries, decided that Honeyfoot's absence was indeed very peculiar, and by 10:00am had called the police. By 10:30 there was a team of fifteen officers in place, and by 11:00 the press had been informed, and within another quarter of an hour the media was filled with wild explanations of why Honeyfoot was absent from both her apartment and parliament.

And as she watched BBC24 in her boss's office, where one political 'expert', of whom she had never heard, expounded his theory that Honeyfoot had been kidnapped by Glasgow drug barons, she wondered if Honeyfoot was currently on her way into work and would be mad as Hell at her for starting this whole thing off.

*** 

'What do you do all day?' asked Barney.

It was almost eleven-thirty. Barney had been sitting doing nothing for two hours. And now that he had cut the First Minister's hair for the month, he wasn't entirely sure what he'd be doing for the next few weeks.

The Rev Alison Blake, with whom he had fallen into conversation, laid down her Bible on a table and stared at the carpet.

'He more or less expects us to be here for him when he needs us,' she said. 'That's about it. You can fill your time as needs be.'

'So, are we stuck in this office?' asked Barney.

'Just about,' said Blake. 'This is our workplace.'

'But,' said Barney, 'I've cut the guy's hair. He's not going to need me for weeks.'

Blake laughed and smiled.

'You don't know him very well, do you? Take a look at that wall.'

Barney followed her gaze and took another look at the sermon on the mount; although Father Michael, who had not moved since Barney had first entered, partially obscured his view of the principal character.

'You think the man who had that painted on the wall of his office will not want his hair attended to several times a day?'

Barney shifted slightly so that he could get a better look at JLM's likeness. True enough, before he had gone off to the television studio, he'd had Barney give his hair a quick check over.

'It's madness,' said Barney. 'What do the rest of you do?'

'Madness ain't the half of it,' said Blake. 'Well, Veron fusses constantly over those damned outfits.' Barney turned to look at the dresser, hands on his hips, worrying over a tassel. 'JLM wears about one in twenty, they all look so ridiculous. In fact, Minnie ends up wearing more of them than he does. The two doctors sit at their laptops all day,' she continued, raising her voice to make sure they could hear, 'trawling the internet for sicko porn sites.' Blackadder smiled, Farrow flicked her the bird. 'Dr Farrow has to administer to the patient every time he has a sore throat and thinks he has a malignant cyst on his tongue. Dr Blackadder does psychological profiles of various people. She just makes stuff up, and throws in a few medical techno-terms to make it look good. He buys any old shit.'

Blackadder was still smiling and Barney felt a little out of place, as any newcomer would, not in on the in-jokes.

'They don't have to wear those glasses, by the way,' said Blake, 'he just thinks female doctors should look intelligent.'

'That's, em...' said Barney.

'The measure of the man,' said Blake. 'And the Father and I are here for spiritual guidance, which is a load of shit. Really, we're just here to advise on what reaction he's likely to get from the two churches when he does something moderately controversial.'

She stared at Father Michael and Barney followed her gaze. His head was inclined at the same angle; the hands were clasped in the same manner.

'Michael's a bit of a troubled soul, to tell the truth,' said Blake. 'Completely at odds with the whole priest thing, really.'

'Oh, aye?' said Barney.

'Yeah,' said Blake. 'Can't blame him. I'm always on at him to come over from the Dark Side, but then, I suppose if he did, he'd lose his job.'

'The Dark Side?' said Barney.

Blake laughed.

'You know what I'm saying. Probably shouldn't call it that.'

'You, eh,' said Barney, 'don't talk like your usual minister. The First Minister doesn't mind?'

Blake shrugged at first, then lowered herself slightly in the seat and her voice with it.

'Well, you know, I kinda balled him a while back, so I've pretty much got free-reign, what with him being scared I go public 'n' all.'

Barney nodded. Balled. Right. Got you. That made sense. In as much as anything made sense to him.

'So,' he said, 'we don't get involved with anyone else in government?'

'God, no,' said Blake. 'We're JLM's people, and that's it.'

'Right,' said Barney.

And he stared at the floor and wondered about this preposterous set of circumstances into which he'd been thrown.

'So, how did you get here?' asked Blake. 'Everyone's got a story.'

Barney turned and looked into her eyes – deep, dark, impenetrable, and very, very attractive – and tried to think if he knew what that was.

'Not sure,' he said a while later, after he'd managed to draw his gaze away from hers, a look which had threatened to swallow him up. 'Been around a bit. Cut some hair. To be perfectly honest, I haven't a bloody clue. I'm kind of hoping someone's going to sort me out. Some of the past seems a bit dodgy, but I can't pin anything down.'

'Yeah?' said Blake. 'Sounds interesting.'

'Maybe,' said Barney. 'It's all a bit vague. Been a lot of murder in my life, I think.'

'Ooh, yummy,' she said, 'that sounds right up my street. Very biblical. Do tell?'

Barney determined not to look into her eyes again, as it disconcerted him to his core.

'Can't really remember. It's just a haze.'

'Yeah,' she said, enthusiasm drifting from her voice, 'I get like that sometimes as well. I'll see if I can find anything out for you.'

'Thanks,' said Barney.

They lurched into silence. Eventually Blake lifted her Bible and began to read once more the story of Jesus changing water into wine; but no matter how often she read it, no matter how she tried to view the story in her head, or what symbolism she felt she should be attaching to it, she couldn't help thinking that all it amounted to was the Big Fella helping out at a piss-up where they'd run out of booze. Barney looked up at the face of JLM, preaching to the converted, his eyes brighter and more radiant than in real life. Eyes that followed you around the room wherever you went.

*** 

And across the city, across the old town and the new, over the traffic and the sweltering pedestrians, past the docks and out into the water, at the bottom of the Firth of Forth, a few hundred feet underwater, legs weighted with stones, stood the body of Melanie Honeyfoot. To remain on the sea bed, to sway with currents, and to barely move an inch, for months and years and decades.

When My Blue Moon Turns To Fungus

––––––––
The Slammer Bar was busy and smoky. Who'd have thought? In darkest Leith, at the corner of Coronation and Queen Charlotte Street, no one in the parliament even knew it existed. More to the point, political journalists would've licked a new born calf clean rather than have been seen dead in the place. So it was perfect for two people to meet in a quiet corner, surrounded by men and women who lived in the real world and gave nothing for their existence.
It was noisy in the bar, so that Winona Wanderlip had to lean across the table, her mouth no more than a few inches away from Parker Weirdlove's face. He could smell her skin and the lotion she had used to clean her face before coming out; he could see the tiny dimples in her nose, breathe in the white wine from her breath, so close that he could tell she was drinking an Australian chardonnay, crisp and full, delightful length in the finish, with hints of thyme, lavender and a double cheeseburger with regular fries and a large soft drink.

Wanderlip could smell nothing of Parker Weirdlove.

Wanderlip and Weirdlove went back a long way, long before Weirdlove's association with JLM. A distant past when bonds were forged and secrets created that each would take to the grave. More or less.

'He's cocking the whole thing up, Parker, you've got to see that,' she said to him, shortly after he had returned with her second glass of Australian white and his third mineral water.

'I know,' he said, defensively.

'And no one can challenge him. It's as if the entire party's completely impotent. It's frightening.'

'He's a charismatic man, Winona,' said Weirdlove. 'They all listen to him in parliament...'

'When he bothers to show up.'

'When they see him on the TV, I'll grant you, they hate him. He comes across as this patronising, condescending, ignorant clown.'

'Tell me something I don't know,' she muttered bitterly.

'As soon as they meet him in the flesh, they cave in. You've been there at cabinet. There's no end of times that one of them's turned up intending to take the guy to the cleaners and he just schmoozes his way through it. Half an hour later his intended assassin walks out of the meeting, wondering why it was he detested JLM in the first place. The man is smooth.'

'But it's bullshit!' she said forcefully.

'Who cares?' said Weirdlove. 'It's not about that. Politics isn't about substance and policies and forward thinking. It's about sharp suits, rhetoric, ball-busting confidence and knowing when to stab someone in the back. JLM has it to a tee.'

Wanderlip rested her back against the beleaguered wall cushion, let out a long sigh, and tapped her fingernails against her glass.

'And the economy goes to pot, the nation goes to pot, London laughs at us and the rest of Europe laughs at us. He looks bloody stupid, and we all look bloody stupid with him.'

Weirdlove smiled ruefully and also drummed his fingers on the table. He looked at the scratches and grooves that had been made over the years. He tried to let his face show his agreement with her, without uttering the words. For all their precautions, there might be someone listening after all.

'You heard what he's doing about the World Cup 2014 bid?' he said, looking up. He knew fine well that she hadn't, because the only person with whom JLM had discussed it was Weirdlove.

'Let me think,' she said, running her finger round the rim of the glass, 'he's going to commit to building ten new stadia in Scotland, and they're all going to be called The Jesse Longfellow-Moses Memorial Stadium?'

Weirdlove laughed. Winona Wanderlip was just about the only one who could make him laugh anymore.

'No' he said, smiling, 'but only because I haven't suggested it to him.'

'Don't,' she said.

'He's working out a deal with the Faroe Islands to do a joint bid,' said Weirdlove.

'The Faroes?' said Wanderlip. 'He's expecting a place with a population of sixteen to build two or three 30,000-seat stadia? What planet's he on?'

'He's not expecting them to do anything,' said Weirdlove. 'He knows by conjoining with them, we won't get selected. Even if we do, they'll fall flat on their end of the bargain, then we won't have to spend any money on it. Bingo. Everyone knows he doesn't give a shit about football, yet he looks like he's trying to do something noble and grand for the people. When it falls on its arse, it's not his fault.'

She shook her head and took another long drink.

'Why am I not surprised?' she said, voice a perfect New York take-off.

'I thought of it,' said Weirdlove, smugly. 'Rather clever.'

'Why am I not surprised?' she repeated in the same voice.

'Takes genius to get to the top,' he said, still smiling, and finishing off his drink.

'Not in Scotland it doesn't,' she retorted, then she leant forward again, pushing her drink to the side. 'Look, we have to get some momentum going. We have to start something, and you know it can't come from me. You know what the Hell Melanie's playing at?'

Weirdlove stared at the table again, where the initials KT had been rudely carved, then he placed his glass on top of the carving and lifted his eyes.

'No idea,' he said. 'Look, I'd better go. You sniff around the cabinet, see if there's enough unrest there to get anything going...'

'You're kidding me, right?' she said. 'To see if there's enough?'

'I'll sniff around the benches, gauge opinion, see if the time's right. We good?' he asked.

'Yeah,' said Wanderlip, settling back. 'We're good.'

Weirdlove rose from his chair and pushed it back. In doing so he bumped into a man with his pint of McEwan's. A drop spilled, the man turned and gave Weirdlove the eye; but as usual, with people squaring up to the First Minister's ADC, his opponent merely grunted and turned away again.

'See you, Winnie,' said Weirdlove, starting on his way. 'Oh, and Winnie,' he added, turning back, 'I think he's going to add a little something to your portfolio.'

Wanderlip's jaw genuinely dropped. She already had more on her plate than anyone else in the cabinet.

'I won't let him,' she said, indignantly.

Weirdlove shrugged, smiled and turned and walked quickly through the bar, leaving Winona Wanderlip and the rest of her Australian chardonnay alone at the table.

Someone Else's Toothbrush

––––––––
Late at night, and Barney Thomson was sitting in a large comfy chair. He was back in his apartment, or prison cell, as he had begun to think of it, even though the door was not locked. He had watched television for a while, but nothing had grabbed him. Nothing seemed relevant, nobody on television seemed to exist in the world in which he existed. Now he sat with his hands on his knees, looking straight ahead, listening to Hoagy Carmichael, and waiting for tiredness to come over him so that he could go to bed.
He hadn't really spoken to anyone else, after his brief flirtation with the Reverend Blake. Father Michael had spent almost the entire day in awe of the mural; the doctors had buzzed away at their laptops; Veron had buzzed away at his dummy. JLM, Weirdlove and The Amazing Mr X had returned intermittently, and each time Barney had had to check JLM's hair. On the last occasion, before being dismissed, JLM had asked Barney if he could do a nice shave, and Barney had said he thought he could, although he couldn't really remember, and JLM had booked him in for a seven-thirty the following morning, and by the way, Barney would be travelling to Brussels with him. The First Minister needed good hair for his meetings with other influential diplomats.

Hoagy Carmichael was just singing about two sleepy people, and Barney was wishing that he could be one sleepy person, when there was a knock at the door. He checked the clock, quarter past midnight, but there was no skip in the heart, as there might have been at receiving a visitor at such a late hour. He felt like Mr Spock in Star Trek III. Like he was a thing, rather than a human being. Not, of course, that Spock was ever likely to feel like any more than half a human being, but you know what we're talking about here.

He got up, trudged the short distance over crisp carpet, and opened the door. One of the two doctors was standing outside, minus the spectacles, and dressed for the evening, a cool, pale blue blouse tucked into cool, pale blue jeans.

'Hi there,' she said, and Barney nodded. Couldn't remember which one of the two of them it was. Psychiatrist or physician?

'You've met a lot of people today,' she said, smiling, seeing the look on his face. 'I'm the shrink. Blackadder.'

'Aye, aye,' said Barney, trying to look cool, 'I know. It's late,' he added, because he thought he should say something, and it was the first thing that came into his head.

'Yeah,' she said, 'sorry. I just got off work, you know. I thought you might still be up. Parker wanted me to have a word.'

'Right,' said Barney. Then it clicked that he was supposed to invite her in, which is pretty much what any clear-thinking man would've done already with a woman who looked like Dr Rebecca Blackadder. Jesse Longfellow-Moses did not consider surrounding himself with people or things that were unattractive. 'You want to come in?' he said, attempting to cover for the fact that he'd just thought of it.

'That'd be nice,' she said, and she glided past him into the room, and he closed the door behind her.

'Most people call me Edmund,' she said, 'but it's getting a little tired. Rebecca's fine.'

'Rebecca,' he repeated, and looked at her, standing in the middle of the room, arms hovering at her sides. He felt awkward. 'Not sure if I've got anything to offer you,' he said, referring to a drink. His dinner had been brought to him by a different woman from the one who had delivered his breakfast. Same outfit, same hair, different gene pool. There had been a small menu card on the tray informing him that he was being served an enchantment of chicken, with sun-roasted potatoes, mango en papillote and caramelised comfit of whole-wheat pitta bread. Very nice it'd been too. Accompanied by a half bottle of an outstandingly fruity South African, which he'd polished off without appreciating a single drop.

'There's a drinks cabinet,' she said, pointing to the corner, 'but I'm cool.'

'Oh, right,' said Barney. 'Sit down,' he added, remembering some manners.

Rebecca Blackadder smiled and lowered herself into the single armchair opposite the one at which she knew Barney would have been sitting. Barney hesitated, then plumped himself down, subdued by the weight of resignation.

'Hoagy Carmichael,' she said.

'Aye,' replied Barney. 'I think I like it, but I'm not sure.'

'What's the last thing you can remember?' she asked, looking into his eyes. Would usually have a notebook at hand for this kind of thing, but sometimes it was better to be without.

Barney held her gaze for a second then lowered his eyes. He'd been thinking about this all day; and it had been a long, long day. He tried to think again, but it felt like such an effort and he just didn't have the will to do it. Maybe tomorrow, after a good night's sleep.

Outside they could hear the first heavy drops of rain, as the heat of the day which had lingered long into the night, had finally brewed up the storm which had threatened since late afternoon.

'It's just shadows,' said Barney, finally, although he did not look at her. 'I keep thinking about running across a moor, chasing someone, but I've no idea who or where or when. It's almost like it happened to someone else.'

'It did, in a manner of speaking,' said Blackadder, and Barney raised his eyes. 'You died just under two and a half years ago,' she said.

This, at last, had some effect on him, and a shiver worked its way down his back, as the rain began to gain momentum, so that there was now a loud tapping at the window. He still didn't look at her. So he was dead after all. It would certainly explain the bizarre world into which he'd been thrown.

'You were involved in chasing a murderer across open moorland in the Borders. No one knows if you fell or were pushed, but your body was found at the bottom of a cliff.'

Barney breathed out and nodded, but that information had done nothing to get him any nearer remembering the past. It was still an effort; it was still more than he wanted to think about. He looked up. His face was pale, his eyes weary.

'So, what is this? Heaven? Hell? Is this what Hell's like?'

'This is the real world, Barney,' said Blackadder. 'You were brought back, so to speak.'

Barney gazed at her. He had only vague memories of his past, he'd been dead, and now he wasn't anymore.

He just wanted to go to bed.

'I'm tired,' he said. And he was, all of a sudden.

Blackadder nodded and stood up. The first roar of thunder exploded above them, although they had not noticed the preceding bolt of lightening.

'We can talk again tomorrow, if you prefer,' she said. 'It must have been a long day.'

'Aye,' said Barney, and he hauled himself to his feet to see her out. 'You're going to Brussels as well?' he asked.

'We all go everywhere with him,' she said simply, then walked to the door. She didn't agree with what had been done to Barney Thomson, and she pitied him. But there would be time to talk to him later, as long as it didn't all go dreadfully wrong.

'What kind of man is he?' said Barney, as Blackadder stood in the doorway.

She stopped; she engaged his tired eyes; she hesitated. The walls had ears, but then, she also knew that JLM would never get rid of her.

'He's just an ordinary man, several rungs higher up the ladder than he ought to be. They ran out of good men to run the Scottish parliament when Dewar died, and now we're all stuck with the likes of Jesse Longfellow-Moses. So, it's all gone to his head, and he can't get enough of it. Wants to leave his mark.'

'Should be a low-grade manager in the civil service,' said Barney. Which more or less hit the hammerhead on the nose.

She smiled and nodded.

'Absolutely. About the level that most politicians deserve to be.'

They exchanged one of those glances that Barney had never been able to fathom, then she dropped her eyes, turned and was gone. His eyes fell on the back of her jeans, the delicious movement of the hips. He closed the door quickly, then leant forward, his forehead resting against the cold wood.

So he'd been dead, and now he wasn't anymore. That made sense. It certainly explained the general feeling of being completely fucked up that was pervading every thought.

Barney turned slowly, then began walking round the room, switching off the small table lights. A quick detour to the bathroom, cleaned his teeth with what felt like someone else's toothbrush, then crawled into the cold luxury of the bed.

And in the background, as he drifted off to a nondescript sleep, he listened to Hoagy Carmichael, melancholy and slow.

The Wisdom Of The Clowns

––––––––
Though kings be clothed in armour,
wrought of gold and silver,

and cowed on bended knee,

the people come before them,

in awe of their munificence

so wise in their decree.

The kings of old look down from heav'n,

The blessed morn does rise,

Upon this new crowned king of earth...

'I'm stuck,' said JLM, pencil in his mouth.

Minnie Longfellow-Moses looked over the top of Blanche Wiesen-Cook's biography of Eleanor Roosevelt, eyebrow raised.

They were sitting up in bed, one in the morning, JLM with a cup of diet hot chocolate on his bedside table, Minnie with an Irish coffee. An Irish coffee of absolute in-your-face quality at that. JLM was wearing pink and white striped pj's, she was looking pretty hot in a silk, low-cut Bravissimo thing.

'Speech to the European parliament?' she asked, to which JLM snorted; a sound which Minnie had ceased to find attractive a long time ago.

'You're kidding me? Don't give a shit what I say to that bunch of losers. I've left it to Parker. Even he'll probably farm it out to one of the press boys to muddle together for us. That lad at the BBC over there writes a good speech.'

She had turned back to her book within two seconds of him opening his mouth, but she continued the conversation with only a tenth of her mind on it; which was more or less what she usually gave to JLM.

'Don't you ever worry that he's going to rip the pish out of you one day?' she said. 'Get you to say something that you're not going to realise is really stupid or insulting.'

'What? You mean like referring to the Italians as wops?'

'I was thinking he might manage a little more subtlety than that,' she said dryly.

'I can spot subtlety you know,' he said, and she smiled. 'No, the guy knows who's boss when we show up.'

She nodded. Every day with Jesse Longfellow-Moses was a day waiting to blow up in his face, and she was amazed that he'd lasted almost three years without it happening more seriously than it had.

'So what are you stuck with?' she asked.

'My submission to the parliament arts exhibition,' he said.

She stopped reading and looked over the book at him again. She reached for the coffee and took a slow drink, getting the combination of whiskey, coffee and cream to perfection, then licked her top lip in a movement that would have had another man – one whose marriage hadn't staled many years previously – leaping athletically across the bed.

'The what?' she asked.

'Parliament arts exhibition,' he said. She noticed the forced air of nonchalance, and couldn't wait to hear what was coming next. 'There are a couple of rooms in Queensberry House that are still empty. Can't afford to install the sort of art they were intending to. So we're going to have a little exhibition thingy, with members of the parliament contributing. You know, poetry, paintings, sculptures, whatever. At the end of it, we'll sell some of the stuff off, keep some of the art in there. Lovely idea,' he added, 'really super.'

'And whose idea was it?' she asked.

He studied his notebook with intense concentration, pencil tapping against his teeth, as if he hadn't heard the question. Eventually he turned and looked at her, mouthed acknowledgement, and looked back at his work of art.

'Oh, mine,' he said. 'Really rather pleased with it.'

'So what are you contributing to this, then?'

'Oh,' he said casually, 'I've got a few ideas. Doesn't look like too many of the proles in the house will come up with anything, so I may end up with a separate section to myself. You know, First Minister, people are going to be more interested in what I've done than anyone else, anyway. Don't you think?'

He turned to her, a very genuine look on his face. She nodded and smiled.

'Yes, dear,' she said. 'So what are you working on at the moment?' She took another slow sip of coffee, the glass over her face covering the amused smile. It wasn't often that Minnie Longfellow-Moses had the chance to feel superior to her husband – only every time she spent more than two minutes with him. Which, fortunately, wasn't very often.

'Just a little poetical piece,' he said. 'It's called The Wisdom Of The Kings. Lovely piece,' he added. 'Just looking for my final line.'

'Go on,' she said.

JLM studied his notebook again. Might not be too bad if Minnie came up with something. It wasn't like she would expect joint credit.

'The kings of old look down from heav'n, The blessed morn does rise, Upon the new crowned king of earth...'

'With shit all down his thighs,' said Minnie casually, turning back to Eleanor Roosevelt.

I'm not rising to that, thought JLM. For God's sake, thought Minnie. The public, when they read that shite, will think it's about Jesus. But I know who it's about, the stupid arse.

'Might just leave it 'til the morning,' he said. 'Clear head.'

She reached for what was left of her coffee and ignored him. He poured his legs out of the bed, and headed to the en suite for final ablutions.

*** 

Melanie Honeyfoot's killer was a little surprised upon hearing that the Minister for Finance had gone missing. The expected headlines in the Evening News, Finance Minister Found With Brains Splatted Across Pillow or The Bitch Is Dead or Honeyfoot Blags The Big One or Honeyfoot: The Nation Celebrates, had not materialised. Instead, it had become clear that someone had disposed of the body and tidied the place up. Bizarre. The killing had almost been a public service. Or so it had seemed, to one particular mind. Why not let the public in on the good news? Why tease them with the wonderful possibility of the witch being dead, but without letting them in on the truth?

Bizarre it may have been, but it did mean something. That rather than there being only one person in Edinburgh who knew who'd killed Melanie Honeyfoot, there were at least two. And so Honeyfoot's murderer knew that a deal more circumspection would be required when the next unfortunate victim hoved into view.

For there was little doubt that there would be more.

Bruxelles

––––––––
'Winnie, Winnie, Winnie, Winnie, Winnie, Winnie, Winnie,' said JLM.
The hysterical screech with which she replied to his patronising tone was more than the second generation cell phone could cope with, and the words distorted so much that he couldn't actually understand what she said.

He held the phone away from his head so that the shrill shriek of the banshee was broadcast throughout the limousine. JLM looked at the other passengers, Parker Weirdlove, Barney Thomson, and crack bodyguard, The Amazing Mr X. He smiled wryly, a bonding typa thing with the other guys in the back – that could easily have been accompanied by the clink of beer bottles – feeling superior to women in general, and Winona Wanderlip in particular.

The last time JLM had added to Wanderlip's already absurdly overloaded portfolio, he'd done it face to face. In the ensuing few seconds he'd genuinely thought that she'd been going to rip his eyes clean out of their sockets with her fingernails. 'Next time,' he'd said to Weirdlove later that day, 'I'm doing it over the phone.' 'Very wise,' Weirdlove had replied.

So, JLM had just further shafted Wanderlip by adding finance, in the assumed temporary absence of Melanie Honeyfoot, to her list. And he'd done it over the phone, which was pusillanimous in the extreme but, as he'd said to Weirdlove, 'sometimes stupidity is the better part of valour', which hadn't really made sense, but he'd known what he'd meant.

'Winnie, it likely won't be for very long,' he said, after the cacophony of abuse had drifted off to a more low-key vilification. 'You know I'd give it to Eaglehawk, but I can't trust him. I do realise how you feel.'

'No you fucking don't, you wanker!' she screamed back at him. He looked with testosterone-fuelled superiority around the car, smiled wryly at the phone, shook his head, straightened his shoulders, and did his best 'who's king?' voice.

'Winnie, I shouldn't need to remind you who you're talking to,' he said.

'Damn right you don't!' she barked. 'I'm talking to a fucking idiot!'

'Look,' said JLM, very, very sternly, 'you're being very naughty. I'm too busy for this at the moment. Frankly I've got more important backsides to kick than yours. If you've got issues, you can bring them to me when I'm back tomorrow. I'll try and fit you in for five. If it's going to be a problem, perhaps you'd like to consider your position.'

The shrill cry of the Valkyrie began to rise, so he quickly clipped the phone shut and looked smugly around the car.

'Women,' he said.

The Amazing Mr X said nothing. The Amazing Mr X had his own issues to do with women, but they were mostly ones of respect, compassion and unfailing devotion. Especially towards naked women. Even more so, when there was more than one naked woman in a room at the same time. His bedroom in particular. That's enough about The Amazing Mr X and the women thing.

'She'll get over it,' said Weirdlove.

'And if she doesn't...' said JLM, and he dragged a finger across his neck, making the appropriate sound.

The car screeched dramatically to a halt at the Schuman roundabout, narrowly avoiding a limo-ful of Turkish diplomats, the passengers lurched forward, and at JLM's sign across the neck, Barney Thomson felt the strangest shiver surge through his body. The sign of death, and it seemed to bring back so much; yet, again, there was nothing on which he could put his finger, no picture of a scene from his past life that immediately came to mind.

'Barney,' barked JLM, 'what d'you think of women?'

'Not sure,' said Barney. 'They seem nice enough. Rebecca's a nice girl.'

JLM smiled knowingly and nodded at Weirdlove. Another little in-joke to which I'm not privy, thought Barney, but he hardly cared.

'She certainly is,' said JLM. 'Lovely girl, really lovely. You interested?'

That was something Barney hadn't even begun to think about, and he shrugged and stared at the floor. Didn't answer.

'What d'you think about the Euro?' said JLM suddenly. 'Barney?' he added, when Barney didn't raise his head, assuming the question had been directed at Weirdlove.

Barney looked up, a little of the 'about to get squished on the road' deer about him.

'Don't really know anything about it,' he said. 'Seems like a sensible enough idea,' he added quickly, assuming he was meant to say something. 'Ever contracting world, and all that.'

'Exactly!' said JLM. 'Exactly my thoughts.'

Weirdlove gave him a raised eyebrow. The Amazing Mr X was still thinking about women.

'So,' said JLM, 'I'm going to say as much to the European parliament. Would be damned good for Scotland.'

'We don't have that option on our own, though, do we?' said Barney.

'Ah,' said JLM knowingly. 'Not at the moment, we don't.'

And he and Weirdlove exchanged another knowing look, then JLM stared out of the window as the limo shot down Rue de Loi.

'Wonder what's happened to Honeyfoot,' mused JLM, out of the blue. 'Very odd.'

*** 

Two minutes later and Winona Wanderlip was standing in James Eaglehawk's office. Big, bulging, bright red face, over-boiled like a lobster that's been in the pan for half an hour too long, extravagant hair, wild in every direction, chest heaving, a slight slaver at the mouth, incandescent with fury. In contrast, Eaglehawk looked like an FBI agent. Smooth, black-tied, groomed, pointy-chinned. Or what an FBI agent looks like in the movies, rather than in real life.

'You heard what he's doing?' she screamed at him.

Eaglehawk raised his hands to placate the stentorian outburst. He was sitting at the window, behind him the massive glass panels of the debating chamber, a September blue sky above. Of course he'd heard what JLM was doing. Wanderlip was always the last to find out. When JLM had added Enterprise to her brief, he'd told a group of visiting primary school children first.

'I know,' he said. 'It's cool.'

'You know already?' she screamed again, voice raised a pitch or two. 'It's cool? What the fuck is that? It's cool? When did he tell you?'

An easy one.

'Last night,' said Eaglehawk.

'So why didn't you tell me when I saw you this morning? We talked for about ten minutes.'

Eaglehawk held up his hand to indicate Wanderlip herself.

'Look at you, Winnie,' he said. 'You look as if you've got fifteen pounds of plutonium up your arse. Of course I didn't tell you.'

She emitted a low-pitch squeal.

'For crying out loud, Winnie,' said Eaglehawk, 'we all know what you're like. You're this exploding volcano. You've got this whole constantly pre-menstrual woman thing going on. I'm not going to go volunteering information like that.'

As he spoke, she crossed the point where, if she could literally have exploded she would have done, then started coming back down. Hands on hips – she frequently had her hands on her hips, even when she was in a good mood – heaving bosom gradually coming under control, lips on fire, nostrils doing all sorts of bizarre gymnastics, breaths short and sharp. Eaglehawk realised he'd ridden the worst of it, and made a note to thank McLaven for the advice: tell her to her face how bloody awful she is, and she'll respect you for it. As long as the home truth is coming from a man. And don't take it too far, or she'll rip your heart out.

'You don't think it's odd,' said Wanderlip, 'that when the Minister for Finance goes missing, the First Minister doesn't put the Deputy Minister for Finance in temporary charge? You don't think that's odd? Not even a little bit?'

Eaglehawk leant back, expelling a long breath. With a casual flick, he indicated the chair on the other side of the desk. Usually Wanderlip liked to stand over people, especially her ministerial inferiors, but she was coming down off the huge adrenaline rush of an out and out paddy, and needed the seat. So she slumped down, clasped her hands in her lap and crossed her legs. As if she was being interviewed by that aggressive idiot whom she always made mincemeat of on Newsnight Scotland.

'Look, Winona,' he began, 'we're not on TV here, we don't have to bullshit anyone. Right?'

Wanderlip nodded. Slowly. Was this the preliminary step to him letting his guard down, and expecting her to do the same? Graham J Black, the Chancellor, had given her good advice when she'd first started. 'Never let them see behind the veil. Never volunteer the truth. It doesn't matter who you're talking to. Never, ever, be honest.'

'Right,' she said.

'Of all the ministers under JLM, you're the only one who isn't a no-hoper. The rest are all in it for the publicity or the free booze or the women. All right, there's one or two who actually care, but you're the only one with any real political talent. So, you're the only one who's any threat to JLM. He can fuck up all he likes, but if there's no one else to replace him, then he's there for the duration.'

She didn't respond. He wasn't saying anything new, nothing that she hadn't thought before, nothing that the bloody Scotsman didn't print every day. It was just new to hear it from one of her own.

'He can't be seen to fire you, but he wants you out. Right, how does he do it? By pissing you off so much that you leave. Simple.'

'But aren't you pissed off?' she asked. 'Don't you think that you should've been given the finance job? What if Melanie never turns up?'

'You know something the rest of us don't?' he said, leaning forward.

'No,' she said quickly, 'why would I? You're avoiding the question.'

He rested his elbows on the desk. It was a pity, he was thinking, that Winnie had calmed down, because, as Wally was never slow to tell him, she was damned hot when she had a feist up.

'I've got my ambitions, Winnie,' he said, 'but they're long term. I've got plenty of other things going at the moment. For now, I just want to keep my nose clean, keep my job, and eventually my chance will come. That's all. Very, very equitable.'

Winnie. He'd reverted to Winnie. She stood up, feeling the anger beginning to rise again. Whatever colour he wanted to paint it, it was still yellow. Another bloody pathetic man too scared to stand up to Jesse Longfellow-Bloody-Moses.

She gave him a final withering stare, then turned and walked quickly from his office without looking back, without another word.

When she was gone, he waited another few seconds, could still hear the angry click of her shoes across the cheap flooring, then he lifted the phone and waited.

Political Power Grows Out The Barrel Of A Pun

––––––––
'You're probably wondering why you're here?' said JLM.
In only a very short space of time, Barney had had enough. Every now and again JLM would throw some question or other at him, and Barney would skirt around the answer, because that's what Parker Weirdlove had told him to do. But who was it he was speaking to, after all? We are all one egg, as he remembered someone saying to him once. Obscure, and he wasn't sure why he remembered that and not a lot else. Maybe because it was so fundamental a principle. Anyway, after only a day and a bit in JLM's employ, he'd decided to be a little more honest.

'Not at all,' he replied. 'I'm here because you're obsessed with self-image, and can't stand the thought of getting your photo taken with so much as one hair out of place.'

A strange little noise escaped from the pit of Parker Weirdlove's throat. JLM looked sharply at Barney, as they sat in the small conference room in the bowels of the European parliament. Then he laughed lightly, the kind of laugh that Blofeld used to throw away before he pressed the red button and tipped someone into a tank of piranha fish. Casual, yet psychotic.

'That wasn't what I meant,' he said, voice cold, despite the laugh.

'Oh,' said Barney. Being forthright in entirely the wrong place. That reminded him of old.

'I'm in a very important position here, Mr Thomson,' said JLM. 'I don't doubt for one second that the First Minister of the country at the very heart of Europe's power infrastructure, needs to be impeccably turned out every minute of every day. I am a statesman, after all. The country looks up to me, and looks to me to play a vital role on the world stage.'

Barney nodded. It felt like it was time for some more honesty, but maybe not just yet.

'I meant, I expect you're wondering why you're here in this room, while the rest of the entourage is upstairs in the restaurant having lunch?'

All right, thought Barney, I picked up the wrong end of the stick there. Dr Blackadder, Veron, the Rev Blake, Father Michael and Dr Farrow were in a corner of the restaurant, tucking into frites and mayonnaise and steak au poivre etc. Barney was stuck down here, hanging out with The Amazing Mr X. The human equivalent of a flight on Easyjet.

'I hadn't actually,' said Barney, continuing his new honesty policy, 'but since you mentioned it?'

He had felt the slightest pang of regret at not having had the chance to travel with Blackadder, or to sit with her at lunch. Very odd; emotions within him that he didn't recognise.

'I like you,' said JLM, as if conferring some papal honour upon him. 'I like what you have to say about things. I like your opinions. You're a good sounding-board.' JLM hesitated. Barney hadn't really been aware that he'd said anything other than what he might have been expected to. Maybe that was it. 'You're sage,' JLM added. 'Very sage.'

'Thanks,' said Barney. Does it mean anything when an idiot tells you that you're sage?

'You know who you are?' said JLM.

Barney didn't answer, not being entirely sure how the question was intended.

'You're Peter Sellars.'

'Inspector Clouseau?' said Barney. That strange thing where he could barely remember the facts of his own life, but the minutiae of others' lives, the humdrum, the mundane, of television watched and purposeless gossip heard in barber shops, that was still there. That part of his brain had not been affected.

'Chance, the gardener in Being There,' said JLM.

'Right,' said Barney. Didn't mean anything to him. Weirdlove cast a glance at JLM. Knew that his boss had never seen the film, had just heard about it and liked the sound of one of his staff being an advisor; didn't realise that in any such analogy, it would be he himself who looked like an idiot.

'Yes,' said JLM, 'a statesman can never surround himself with too many advisors. He himself just needs to be able to sort the cogent from the mundane. Lovely.'

'Aye,' said Barney, without much enthusiasm.

'Anyway,' said JLM, 'Parker's going to tell you why we're all sitting in this dodgy little room in the arse of this miserable parliament.'

Barney looked at Weirdlove. A single eyebrow raised. Ready for more of it. This was bringing back life in the barber shop to him, no question. Men talking bullshit.

'Listen up and listen good,' said Weirdlove.

'I love it when he talks like that,' JLM butted in. 'Champion.'

'The First Minister has an agenda that few in the party know about,' said Weirdlove, ignoring JLM, his speech having done the usual 0-120mph in half a second. 'Correction, no one in the party knows about it. You learn this, you keep schtoom. The First Minister is trusting you with this, against my counsel. You got that?'

'Just like government,' said Barney. 'Tell you a piece of information you don't want to know in the first place, then threaten you so that you keep your mouth shut.'

JLM laughed. Weirdlove glowered. The Amazing Mr X didn't even blink.

'We're about to receive a visitor from the German delegation. His name is Conrad Vogts. Only this group and about two people on the German side know this is happening. You understand what I'm saying,' said Weirdlove, leaning forward.

'I think so,' said Barney, causticity creeping into his voice, which was new for him.

'Tone!' barked Weirdlove.

'Calm down,' JLM said to him, still amused by Barney in a paternal kind of a way, even though he was a couple of years younger than him.

'All right,' said Weirdlove, 'this is one of their top men. He's here to speak to myself and to the First Minister. You don't say a word. You listen, that's all. The First Minister wants you here, but that's where your involvement ends. You don't say anything. Not a word. Schtoom. Silence. You getting this?'

'Actually,' said Barney, 'you're beginning to confuse me a little.'

Another zinger of a look passed across Weirdlove's face. There was a knock at the door. The muscles relaxed around Weirdlove's mouth, JLM's shoulders straightened so that he became even more of a statesman than he'd been two seconds earlier, and as the door opened without invitation, The Amazing Mr X leapt to his feet, his hand reaching inside his jacket.

'Sit down, X,' said JLM, rising to greet the newcomer. The Amazing Mr X backed off. JLM schmoozed smoothly, as their visitor closed the door behind him and looked with interest around the four men already inside the small room. A room whose windows looked out onto a warm Brussels street, with cars and buses and no pedestrians.

'Herr Vogts,' said JLM, hand extended. 'Delighted you could make it.'

'I am tickled also,' said Vogts. A tall man, thick shock of greying hair, a warmth and ease about the thin face. Virtually no accent when he spoke English; if anything, a trace of American. And he spoke faster than Parker Weirdlove. 'I'll have a meeting with anyone who'll have me,' he continued. 'But then, most people won't have me. Especially women. Not that I'm interested in men, not in that way. Though at the same time I've got nothing against homosexuals. Some of my best friends are friends with people who know homosexuals, so that proves something, even if I don't know what.'

'Lovely,' said JLM, a little nonplussed. 'This is Parker Weirdlove, who you've talked to. And this is Barney Thomson, the government's principal advisor on fiscal matters.'

There would've been a time when Barney would've flinched. He nodded, rose from his chair, and shook Vogts by the hand.

'Hello,' said Barney, gruffly.

'I had you pegged as the barber,' said Vogts, 'but then, I never was much good with a peg. Especially when it came to hanging up the washing. That's why my wife divorced me. That and all those women. She just couldn't get enough of them.'

'Sit down, sit down,' said JLM, mostly to shut Herr Vogts up. Parker Weirdlove, having set up this meeting, which both he and JLM viewed as something of a fulcrum in their term of government, sat down and eyed Vogts with a great deal of suspicion. Barney Thomson didn't quite know what to make of him, but then that went for everyone he'd met in the past two days. The Amazing Mr X stared at the door, occasionally glanced at the windows, and thought of women.

'How can we help you?' asked Vogts, having nestled down into his seat.

'You will be aware of the delicate nature of this meeting?' said Weirdlove, before JLM could say anything.

'Oh, yes, delicate,' said Vogts. 'Like the fine hairs of a woman's pubes.'

'Yeah,' said The Amazing Mr X, in a low voice.

Weirdlove raised the sort of eyebrow that had many in the Scottish Executive reeling, but which meant nothing to the likes of Conrad Vogts.

'Yes,' said JLM, 'I rather like that. Lovely analogy. Really rather splendid.'

'No one in our parliament knows we're here with you, no one knows what we're going to talk about,' said Weirdlove, attempting added gravitas in the voice, to compensate for the fact that Vogts didn't appear to have any.

'Even I don't know what we're going to talk about,' said Vogts. 'Not that that's anything new.'

'We understand you're a bit of an expert on the Euro,' said JLM.

'I am an expert on many things,' said Vogts. 'Hamburg, the 1983 European cup final, Monty Python's Flying Circus, the comedies of the Marx Brothers. And women.'

'Yeah,' said The Amazing Mr X.

'I am also considered an expert on the Euro,' said Vogts, 'although that's probably because I speak very quickly on a subject that most people don't know enough about.'

'A tonic to hear such honesty in the political field,' said JLM.

'Ah, tonic,' said Vogts, 'I am also an expert on Indian tonic and its use as an alcoholic mixer.'

'Lovely. Champion,' said JLM. 'Look, Mr Weirdlove is going to explain where we're coming from.'

'Indeed,' said Vogts, and he turned to face him. 'I'm all ears, although that's only because the plastic surgeon misheard me. I was supposed to be all beer.'

'The thing is,' said Weirdlove, his voice shooting out even more quickly, as overcompensation for having a political interlocutor who he felt was kicking his backside, 'it is clear to us that Britain's policy of exclusion from the Euro-zone is a total disaster. It is affecting Scotland tremendously badly, and the Westminster government is moving far too slowly. We need to be decisive and audacious.'

'So what are you saying?' asked Vogts. 'You want to take Scotland into the Euro zone separately? That's not in your constitution.'

Weirdlove threw a quick sideways glance at JLM.

'Not at the moment,' said Weirdlove.

'You're going to have a referendum?' asked Vogts. 'I am much in favour of referendums. I think we should have referendums for everything. Governments should have referendums on where they're going to buy their sausages.'

'You're a big advocate of referendums then?' said Weirdlove, suspiciously.

'They are the very essence of democracy,' said Vogts. 'The rock on which political freedom is based.'

'We're not going to have one,' said JLM, loosely. 'We're going to push it through without telling anyone.'

'Lovely,' said Vogts, 'an even more fundamental political necessity. Don't tell the people anything if they're going to get in your way.'

'My thoughts exactly,' said JLM.

'I think we can do business,' said Vogts.

'Champion,' said JLM.

*** 

Herr Vogts left the small room thirty minutes later after reaching a broad agreement that someone would be seconded from Berlin, most likely Vogts himself, to help Weirdlove and JLM draw up plans to introduce the Euro to Scotland, completely bypassing Westminster in the process. The intention was to make the final statement with such grandeur and eloquence, and with some major European political alliances announced at the same time, that the public would be carried along in a wave of devolutionary excitement. In the meantime, JLM had to stoke the anti-English fires, which would be like peeling a banana, and investigate every legal loophole in the constitution that would help them subvert Westminster's control over Holyrood.

The financial plans would be drawn up with the help of the Deputy Finance Minister, James Eaglehawk, leaving the temporary Finance Minister, Winona Wanderlip, totally in the dark. When the fiscal coup d'état was announced, she would hear about it in the usual manner, from the press, her position would be untenable, in her own and in the public's eyes, and she would gracefully resign.

Following the Euro and further splits with Westminster, independence would be inevitable, backed by a rising swell of public opinion. JLM would be a hero and the father of the new sovereign Scotland.

A plan of the utmost cunning.

'What did you think?' said JLM, looking Barney in the eye. Waiting for words of wisdom from his latest sage.

Barney glanced at Weirdlove, who gave him one of his 'remember what I told you' looks. Barney turned back to JLM, having already determined to more or less ignore everything that Weirdlove had said. He'd already been dead, for goodness sake. What else could they do to him?

'I think it's disgracefully dishonest,' said Barney. 'You've come to power on the back of parliamentary democracy, and in the past two days I've seen repeated evidence that you intend to ride roughshod all over it. It's prescriptive government at its most unhinged. You don't give a damn about the country or the people, you're only interested in the furtherance of your own political ambitions. You have total contempt for every institution and procedure that got you where you are, and if you think I'm going to exculpate you with some two-second soundbite to make you feel good, as if you deserve plaudit for some sort of aesthetic spontaneity of thought, you're wrong.'

JLM nodded. Faint smirk of amusement at the corner of his mouth. The megalomaniac's ability to laugh at and easily dismiss home-truths

'I actually meant, what did you think of Herr Vogts?' he said.

Weirdlove steamed gently under his suit.

'Oh,' said Barney. 'Seemed like a decent enough bloke. Bit of a Mel Gibson Lethal Weapon 2 cut.'

'Lovely,' said JLM. 'Can we trust him?'

'Of course not,' said Barney. 'But then, he can't trust you.'

JLM laughed and rose from his chair. Like a flash, The Amazing Mr X was on his feet, checking the windows, watching the door, trigger finger twitching.

'Very good, Barney, very good,' said JLM. 'Come on, let's go.'

The Amazing Mr X pushed past Weirdlove, opened the door, checked the corridor, then indicated that it was safe for the party to leave the room. He walked out ahead and stood waiting. Rolling his eyes, Weirdlove breezed past him and strode purposefully up the corridor. JLM and Barney walked out together, The Amazing Mr X falling in behind.

'Barney,' said JLM, lightly taking his arm. 'Just a word. Don't ever speak to me like that again. It might just be that we send you back where you came from.'

'I don't even know where that is,' said Barney, not rising to the threat.

JLM gave him an ugly glance and upped his pace to walk quickly after Weirdlove.

'Oh, and Barney,' he said, turning under a large photograph of the Brandenberg Gate. 'Could you do me a Dean Martin '57 for my meeting with the Portuguese delegation? Apparently there's a woman as part of their team, bit of a looker, goes big for a man who can croon That's Amore.'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'No bother.'

'Champion,' said JLM, and then he strode on, came broadside with Parker Weirdlove, and immediately dropped into stern conversation.

Carry On Up The Revolution

––––––––
The cabinet of the Scottish Executive was in full session. Almost full session. JLM wasn't in attendance, but then that was nothing new of late. In the three weeks since the resumption of parliament, he had not yet deigned to show his face at cabinet, having begun to think that there was little point in it. If any of his ministers said something he didn't like, he'd ignore them anyway. So what, he would voice to anyone who cared to listen, was the point of going in the first place? As First Minister, the man in control of the country's destiny, he had better things to do than listen to his government.
The difference from the norm was the absence of JLM's deputy, Fforbes Benderhook, an appallingly spineless Liberal Democrat. A man for whom political ambition went no further than sucking up to the First Minister's substantial butt, and who would attend cabinet on his behalf, reporting back diligently on any of the Labour members who raised even the slightest concern or dissension against any of JLM's policies.

He was the obvious one not to call to the meeting. The others, however, Winona Wanderlip suspected, were as fed up with JLM's grandstanding as was she. So the rest of the cabinet were there, with the obvious exception of Melanie Honeyfoot, who was dead, dead, dead.

They sat around the small table in Wanderlip's office. Winona, herself, at the head, and thereafter clockwise around the table: Peggy Filiben, Education, a nothing short of spectacularly attractive woman; the previously encountered Wally McLaven, Tourism, Culture & Sport, ex-Rangers, a man who thought culture was the ability to speak consecutive sentences without using the phrase 'to be fair', and who was sitting with his hand guzzling at Filiben's thigh; Malcolm Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm, Health, ex-Westminster; Kathy Spiderman, Justice, a bizarre wee woman who would more normally have been found arguing the price of a toaster-of-uncertain-provenance down the Barrows on a Saturday morning, but who was a long-term ally of JLM's, turned bad; Trudger McIntyre, Environment and Rural Development, another futile Liberal Democrat, who had the whole Captain Mainwaring vibe to a tee; and finally, next to Wanderlip, Nelly Stratton, Parliamentary Business, a nebby wee cow.

'To be fair to the lad, JLM,' said McLaven, after Wanderlip had finished a long outburst on the trip to Brussels, which had succeeded a similar outburst on her being lumped with the Finance portfolio, 'just because we don't know what he's up to, doesn't mean it's dodgy.'

'If it's not dodgy,' said Wanderlip, 'then why not tell us what he's doing? Did you see it on News24? There were about five people turned up to listen to his speech to the European parliament. What was the point?'

'They bastards don't deserve him,' growled Kathy Spiderman, in that tone which suggested that she thought everyone in Brussels should be whipped with razor wire.

'The people of Scotland,' said Wanderlip, a group she regularly hijacked to support her views, regardless of whether or not they did, 'don't deserve for JLM to be buggering off around the world in search of fame, when he should be here addressing the issues affecting his own country.'

'Jesus Christ,' said Nelly Stratton, 'change the record.'

'What are we here for?' said Trudger McIntyre, softly, the first time he'd spoken, and they looked at him as one.

'What d'you mean?' asked Wanderlip.

'What do you do all day, Winona?' he asked. 'Plot? We're here to look after the problems affecting the Scottish people. While we're doing that, what's wrong with him promoting Scotland on the world stage?'

'Different class,' said Wally McLaven. 'To be fair to the lad McIntyre, he's got a point.'

Wanderlip looked at the two of them, then at the rest of the company, her mouth open in some amazement. She held Stratton's gaze for a second to see if she was going to get any support, but there was none forthcoming.

'Hello!' she said, with exaggeration, 'what has this man done in the past two and a half years? He's put so many restrictions on our individual powers that we can't do anything without him okaying it. For God's sake Wally, when was the last time you took a shit and didn't have to sign the toilet paper out of the stationery cupboard?'

'Jesus Christ,' said Nelly Stratton, 'every analogy wi' you has tae involve the stationery cupboard.'

Wanderlip slung some contempt her way.

'To be fair to the lad, Winnie,' said McLaven, whose judgement could be swayed by even the least persuasive argument, 'she does have a point. There's nothing happens in this building without JLM's name being on a piece of paper. I always thought it was good, solid, hands-on leadership. Really, though, there's the whole control-freak thing going on.'

'Thank you,' said Wanderlip, appalled that it had taken so long for McLaven to realise the obvious.

'Aye,' said Malcolm Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm, 'but maybe it's because he's the most competent of the lot of us, and needs to be on top of everything.'

'Oh, for God's sake, Malcolm,' said Wanderlip, 'you can think like that if you want to, but I refuse. The man is out of control. He's got his own bloody barber now, did you hear that?'

'Aye, aye,' said McLaven, 'but to be fair to the lad, they say he does an excellent Dean Martin '57.'

'Stop it!' Wanderlip suddenly screamed, and McLaven ducked. 'Who cares? The point is, surely, that he is out of control. We have to do something about it. We have to think of something.'

'Go on, then,' said Peggy Filiben, from underneath McLaven's wandering hand. She too had, up until now, been silent. 'What's your plan?'

Wanderlip glanced to her left, checked out the look in Filiben's eyes. Then she gazed around the room. There had been voices raised in favour of JLM, but that was just from people who were afraid of him, and people too lacking in confidence to stand out from the crowd.

'We need someone to step forward. We need to act as a team, but we also need a leader to stand up to the man. Not just for our own good, but for the good of the people of Scotland.'

She looked sternly around the team. A hard look into every eye, thinking herself capable of reading the thoughts behind those eyes. Who would be brave enough, who would be spineless, and who, possibly, would be straight on the cell phone to JLM. Because, for all the discord in the ranks, she knew she'd taken a chance by inviting them all to the meeting. And part of her wanted JLM to know what she was up to, to hurry the thing up, bring their disagreement to a swift conclusion, because she felt she would ultimately triumph.

'Why don't you do it?' said Nelly Stratton. 'All mouth, nae trousers, as my mother used to say.'

'They'll see me coming a mile off,' said Wanderlip, not even looking at Stratton as she replied. Justifying herself to the others, not her accuser. 'We need someone to blindside them, someone they're not expecting.'

'I'll do it,' said the quiet, seductive voice. 'You're right. We need to stop him, before he bankrupts the whole country.'

Wanderlip looked to her left. She studied the eyes of Peggy Filiben, she saw the steel behind the outrageous good looks. It's always the women, she thought. Always. Men can talk a good game. They can act hard, but it's only ever the women who have the real balls to stand up to people.

As soon as Filiben had spoken, McLaven had withdrawn his hand. Something about a woman with real balls that makes you not want to grope her high up on the thigh.

'Good,' said Wanderlip. 'One day, the people of Scotland will thank you.'

'We'll see,' said Filiben, and the room dropped into a long silence.

*** 

As Wanderlip had suspected might happen, within five minutes of the emergency and clandestine cabinet meeting breaking up, JLM's phone rang and he was given the news that the cabinet as a whole, and Peggy Filiben in particular, were to mount a challenge to his authority as First Minister. JLM thanked the caller, slipped the phone into his pocket, walked up the length of the private jet which was taking him and his entourage back to Edinburgh from Brussels at the end of a productive day, and settled into deep conversation with two or three of his closest circle.

Splat!

––––––––
Peggy Filiben waved to the driver, smiled and stepped down from the bus, then started walking quickly along Grenville, where it splits off the Dunbar road. It was late in the evening, and the sun had given way to a humid night. The street was deserted, the closed doors and closed curtains of houses besieging the inhabitants in their private suburban melancholy. The bus driver watched Filiben for a couple of seconds, glanced in his rear view mirror, saw that the blue Hyundi which had been following him most of the way out of the city centre had parked a few car lengths behind, then he pulled out into the road and drove on, quickly crunching his way through the gears. As he turned the corner into Blythswood, another glance in his mirror and he noticed that the Hyundi had once again moved off, then it was out of sight and he had forgotten about it.
Filiben believed in using public transport. She didn't like the concept of private medicine or private financing of public projects. She was a good woman, a good socialist, honest, brave and forthright. And the media loved her, because she was gorgeous, and it allowed them to be fabulously patronising, which is one of the many things they enjoy. A Scottish tabloid had even offered her a couple of hundred thousand pounds to appear in their weekly magazine in her underwear. 'In immaculate taste, darlin',' the editor had said. Filiben had declined, and had marked them down for suitable retribution when she had the opportunity. Not that she was vindictive, but she hated it when people took politics lightly, and she herself had had to battle her good looks throughout her career.

And now she had just committed herself to the biggest gamble of that career. She didn't aspire to high office herself, having long held the conviction that more could be achieved from the cabinet minister positions than from the ceremonial post at the head. Indeed, if JLM had shown a little more respect for the Executive and the Parliament, she probably wouldn't have had any trouble with him jetting off around the world, playing the statesman.

She realised that Wanderlip was in it for herself, that she would use Filiben as the stalking horse, then should it get anywhere and JLM be ousted, she would move in and attempt to attain the leadership. But that was as it may be; she believed wholeheartedly that Wanderlip would be a vastly superior leader to JLM. A leader who would listen to her troops; who would trust others to do their given jobs; who would care more for her people than for her own career. She would be everything that JLM was not.

Peggy Filiben stopped at the side of the kerb. Looked left then right. The blue Hyundi was coming along the road behind her and she stayed at the edge of the kerb waiting for it to pass. As it approached, accelerating quickly, the smooth engine purring quietly through second and into third, she noticed the driver was wearing dark glasses and a woollen hat; a little odd for the hours of darkness on a sultry evening.

Her eyes flicked away, her head filled with random thoughts; of Winona Wanderlip and Jesse Longfellow-Moses, hair dye and anal implants and what to do on cold and wet Sundays in January.

She caught the movement towards her in the corner of her eye. Didn't even have time to turn. A flash of blue, the Hyundi careered off the road, bouncing on the kerb, so that when it struck her, the full force of it caught her at the top of her thighs. Approximately the same area that had felt the full warmth of Wally McLaven's massage.

The driver straightened the Hyundi on impact, Filiben was blatted aside like a balloon, and her head hit the ground travelling at 17.8mph. It was that which killed her.

The Hyundi sped on up the road, engine smooth and placid, the only sound having been the dull thud of impact, turned the corner in the opposite direction from the bus, and was on its way. And throughout it all, not a curtain twitched.

Peggy Filiben's body might have lain there undiscovered for some time. However, despite the killer's determination that this murder would go unseen, despite the precautions and due circumspection, there had still been someone there to bear witness. And as Filiben's body lay limp and spiritless on the pavement, another car approached along the road, and pulled up beside the corpse.

See Those Boats? I Built Them All. Do They Call Me Harry The Boatbuilder? Nah. But You Shag One Sheep...

––––––––
Barney Thomson, and the rest of the team, had been back in the country for a little more than three hours. He'd returned to his room, as he thought he should, but after another hour of staring at the walls and mundane methodology artworks, thin and crispy carpets and docudramas on the TV, he'd headed out onto the streets of Edinburgh for the first time since his mother had taken him there at the age of seven. It had changed, as far as he could remember, in the previous forty-three years. Not that Barney knew he was fifty; or felt fifty; or looked fifty, for that matter.
Quickly found himself in the World's End at the corner of High Street and St. Mary's, with the tourists and the curious, ordered a bottle of American beer and a packet of peanuts, ensconced himself alone at a table in the corner, and watched the punters come and go, high tide low tide, the bar filling up, thinning out, and filling up again.

Strangely, after an hour or so, well into his third beer, he was quite happy. Enjoying the solitude and quiet of a noisy bar, watching the people of Scotland, as Winona Wanderlip called them, as well as the visitors of the world, savouring the cold taste of beer as it hit the back of his throat, and the haggis and chips which had just been delivered to his table. Still no nearer discovering the truth about his past and how he'd come to be in the employ of Jesse Longfellow-Moses, but it wasn't as if his life was horrendous. He was settling into it, going with the flow and not seeking the facts, in the belief that the facts would eventually find him.

He was feeling decidedly languid when the chair opposite him was pulled out from the table, and he smelled and recognised the expensive fragrance without immediately looking up from his plate.

'Edmund,' he said.

'Barney,' said Rebecca Blackadder, with a wry smile. She could ask people all she liked not to call her Edmund, but it never made any difference. It was the penalty she paid for having a cool name.

'Been looking for you,' she said.

'Been here all along,' he replied.

She took a sip from her gin and tonic and smiled again. Finally he looked at her, caught the movement of her lips across her teeth, the relaxation of the smile, the warmth and beauty in the eyes.

'How many bars have you been in?' he asked.

'Seventeen,' she said. 'Had a drink in every one.'

He nodded. Didn't say anything; didn't look at her. Smiled a little.

'Also looked in three pizza joints and four brothels.'

He gave her a quick glance.

'And did you eat pizza and shag some women?' he said.

'Some of the above,' she replied.

'Why are you here?' he asked quickly, looking at her this time, his voice losing the flippancy of two seconds earlier.

'Doctor's orders,' she said.

'Right,' he replied. 'And is the doctor going to tell me who I am?' And he shovelled some haggis into his mouth. It was delicious; spicy and crisp.

'You're supposed to work it out for yourself,' she said. 'I could tell you any old shit, and your brain would work its way round to creating memories to back that up.'

'If I died two and a half years ago,' he said sharply, 'how the Hell am I supposed to work out why I'm not dead anymore?'

She nodded, black hair moving across her forehead. Sometimes the untrained person could cut through the bullshit of the professional. In fact, she frequently had cause to reflect, it happened on a regular basis.

She leant back against the chair, looked at his plate. The smell of his meal nagged away at her stomach, but she'd already eaten. And Barney wasn't waiting for her to join him. Not that this was Barney Thomson as the world had known him before. She didn't approve of him being here, of his very existence on the planet; but it wasn't his fault.

'Genetics,' she said.

'Ah,' said Barney. 'Go on.'

'You remember the Dolly the sheep thing?' she asked.

'Not really. Did they mix a human and a sheep?' he asked. 'They must've had difficulty finding the guy for that experiment. They put an advert in the paper. Man Wanted To Shag Sheep. Previous Experience Preferred, But Training Will Be Given. After a couple of days they only had thirty-three thousand applications.'

She was laughing. Barney Thomson made her laugh. And she was a woman. No one had ever been able to say that before.

'Not quite,' she said. 'Dolly the sheep was cloned from cells of a parent sheep. Advanced stuff, even now, but that was it, pure and simple.'

She hesitated. Barney ate his dinner.

'I'm listening,' he said.

'It's pretty controversial. But, you know how these things are. The stuff that was reported wasn't the half of it. There's another laboratory outside the city, doing all sorts of things the public knows nothing about. Even more cutting edge, even more frightening.'

She stopped again. Her voice had dropped lower and lower as she talked, and Barney imagined that she shouldn't be telling him any of this. For whatever reason, she was on his side. Although, then again, she'd admitted the night before that she was there at the behest of Weirdlove, and Barney had already come to realise that you couldn't trust Weirdlove any further than you could drive a Ferrari with liquid edible underwear in the petrol tank.

'So, where do I come into it?' he asked. 'Am I the result of a cross between a cow and a toilet seat, or something?'

'No,' she said, 'although there are some of them in the government.'

Again she stopped. Barney followed some unknown green vegetable around his plate, forked it with the last of his haggis, then took a long swallow of beer, draining his third and last bottle of the night, popped the last of his chips, and looked up at her.

'I'm going to go home now,' he said, 'or what passes for home. You want to tell me anything before I go?'

He didn't want to go home. He wanted to stay there all night, talking to her. But there was something in-built, making him back off.

'Your brain was kept in a jar for the past two and a half years,' she said, matter-of-factly.

William Matthews, 19, happened to be walking past their table at the time, and nearly dropped the five drinks he was carrying. In fact, he'd heard the words as 'your brain was kept in a bar', which sounded like a pretty cool place for your brain to be kept for that length of time.

'That explains a lot,' said Barney. 'Is it still in the jar?' he asked, which would explain even more.

'No,' she said, with a smile, 'I'm afraid it's definitely inside your head.'

'But it's been crossed with a sheep's brain? That would explain the woolly thinking.'

'Let me finish,' she said, suddenly extending her hand across the table and touching his. This had to be difficult for him, and he wouldn't be the first man to hide behind lousy jokes. Look at Jim Davidson. 'There's a laboratory near the coast, you know the type of thing. Looks harmless on the outside, bit of a run down farm. Don't even have any noticeable security, because they don't want to draw attention to it. They've been doing experiments in RCD since not long after the war.'

'RCD?' said Barney. 'That'll be what? Really Crap Doctors? Designer doctors, the government's answer to the GP shortage. You bring them out, they fuck up your health, then they get locked away in storage for the night. Coming soon, designer nurses, designer train drivers, designer ministers and designer advertising consultants. There's already five of them to every normal human being in the country, but they've persuaded the government that they need more.'

'Barney,' she said, softly, and this time she held a gentle finger up to his mouth; touched his lips. He shivered. He stopped talking. She held her finger against him longer than was necessary, held his gaze at the same time. Finally lowered her hand, and wrapped her fingers around his.

'This is pretty fucking weird, Barney, it's all right to be freaked.'

'Good,' he said, 'because I'm freaked.'

'Rapid Cell Development. They don't just clone the sheep or the mouse or the tsetse fly or whatever, they grow it to adulthood at an incredibly accelerated rate.'

'Why?' said Barney, interjecting where she had not intended to stop talking.

'Christ knows,' she said, shaking her head. 'Because they can? Because no one's done it before? Who knows what their reasons are? But there are always going to be people who'll pay for that kind of technology, so they're pushing it big. Have been for years.'

'So they took my brain...?' said Barney, and that very brain wasn't really computing any of this. It was as if they were talking about someone else.

'They took cells from it, and they grew you. This body you're in, they grew in less than two years.'

He stared, he gazed, he gaped, he wondered, he marvelled, he doubted, he mistrusted. His mouth was slightly open. He reached for the bottle, put it to his lips, forgetting it was empty.

'I'll get you another,' she said.

'No, go on,' he said quickly.

'The one thing they can't do yet, is develop the brain at the pace of the body. So, when your body had reached the adult state they were looking for, they removed the brain, and transplanted your original brain.'

'Which had been kept in a jar,' he said.

'Yeah,' she said.

'I'm sceptical here,' he said. 'I mean, I realise I'm messed up, 'n' all, but what you're saying, that has got to be bullshit.'

'You'd like to think so,' she said. 'But if it was, you wouldn't be here.'

He leant forward, then he sat back. He glanced round at the other customers. He tapped his fork on his empty plate. Scraped it around, dug up the few morsels that were left.

'Bollocks,' he said, finally. 'I mean, why me? Why not do it with George Harrison or Jimmy Stewart or some scientist or other. Why me? Why Barney Thomson? What did I ever do?'

'Availability,' she said. 'First law of construction, whether it's buildings or people. You can only work with the materials available to you. They have a guy on the inside at St Andrews University. That's where your brain was being stored.'

'In a jar,' said Barney, with melancholy.

'Yeah,' she said. 'Really, you don't have to keep going on about the jar. There's not that much difference between a jar and anyone's head. You were a trial, not a lot more than that. Then Jesse found out about you, knew that you were this renowned barber guy, and fancied having you as his personal hairdresser. Parker did the rest. They kind of switched you on a couple of days ago.'

Barney spun the beer bottle around so that it toppled and rolled along the table. He grabbed it just before it fell, then repeated it. Switched him on.

'I'm losing credulity here,' he said. 'I'm not sure, but I have memories of being this murderer kind of guy.'

'That's what everyone thought,' said Blackadder. 'But after you died, a government inquiry was established to examine your life. More or less exonerated you of everything you'd been accused of in the past. Two minutes after that, you weren't news anymore. The press forget in seconds, and the public trundle along in their wake. So, now you're just like this new guy. A new life, a new body, new everything.'

'Still miserable as fuck,' he said with contemplation, reading the label on the bottle, trying to grasp at normality.

She squeezed his fingers, her hand never having left his.

'We'll see what we can do about that,' she said.

Barney engaged her eyes and automatically lifted the empty bottle to his lips to cover his vague discomfort with the close attentions of a woman.

Did it sound plausible? Of course it didn't. But then, just because you don't comprehend something, doesn't mean that it can't happen. It wasn't like he understood the physics behind nuclear fission, wind, the evolution of planets or why women have more orgasms, but it didn't mean they weren't all true.

He took the bottle away from his face because he realised he looked like an idiot. Tore his eyes away from hers, looked at the floor of the bar and contemplated that it would, at least, explain why his very existence seemed to be such an anachronism.

Nuthin' Much

––––––––
A similar scene to the one that had unfolded with the strange disappearance of Melanie Honeyfoot, re-enacted itself in the Scottish Executive the following day when Peggy Filiben failed to materialise for work. She'd had a six-thirty with a journalist from the Mail on Sunday – she'd always enjoyed giving the press total access, but doing it spectacularly early in the morning, especially on a Saturday – so when Mike Holgrum was present at her office, and she wasn't, the alarm had been raised. Peggy Filiben never missed an opportunity to talk to the press.
So the media had it even before building security or the police, and Holgrum jumped with both feet at the coincidence of two cabinet ministers going missing in the same week. Before alerting anyone to his suspicions, he had established the last person to see Filiben at the parliament and how she'd travelled home from work, he'd spoken to the bus driver who'd dropped her off, and he had visited the scene and discovered blood on the pavement, not that far from the bus stop. He'd stopped short of breaking into her house, then he'd finally informed the police of his enquiries, two minutes before he'd informed everyone else.

The day flew by in a torrent of media speculation and frantic police investigation. And at the end of it, the authorities had nothing more than the sighting of Peggy Filiben alighting from a bus, never to be seen again. They had confirmation that the blood on the pavement was indeed hers, and that was just about that. The members of the cabinet had been forced to reveal that they'd been in session, what with that being the last time that any of them had seen her alive. None of them, however, gave voice to the possibility that there might have been a connection between the meeting and Filiben's disappearance. That would just have been too implausible and frightening to think about.

The bus driver had vaguely remembered the blue car, but that was about as far as it went. 'All look the same, don't they?' he'd said.

And it just so happened that the driver of the Hyundi was as surprised as everyone else that Peggy Filiben had disappeared. The plan had been for her body to be found, squished to a pulp, on the pavement. So, there was something suspicious going on. Above and beyond the fact that members of the cabinet were getting murdered.

And so the fifteen officers that had been put onto the task of locating Melanie Honeyfoot were multiplied five-fold, the press screamed murder, there were cries of serial killer to be heard in the corridors of the parliament, and there were more than a few people in Holyrood looking over their shoulders and wondering who was going to be next.

Shagtastic!

––––––––
Monday morning, the weekend having slipped quietly by. The Sunday papers had questioned the disappearance of the two Cabinet ministers right enough, but it hadn't managed to get quite as many column inches as the beginning of the latest Pop Idol series. Already there were complaints of bias about the lack of Scots selected for the televised stages; and the uproar had pushed the mystery of the disappearing cabinet women definitively onto the inside pages.
Politicians had to learn their place in this personality driven age; the trouble being that most of them still thought that they dined at the top table of public interest. And if the press weren't all that concerned about the spectacularly attractive Filiben, they were unlikely to be too bothered if any of the rest of them disappeared. (Apart from those cabinet ministers who'd played football for Rangers and Scotland, and who were a little bit cheeky.)

*** 

Wally McLaven had been allowed to cherry pick his deputy minister at the office of Tourism, Culture & Sport. Patsy Morningirl was a lovely girl, with a bit of a gorgeous-but-thick-as-mince look about her. Whenever there was any comment in the press to be made about Tourism, Culture or Sport, Wally himself would be there, cheeky and cheery as ever, with a ready smile, quip, and saucy hand up the skirt of the nearest female journalist. The male journos loved him because he'd played football, the female journos loved him because there was always the chance they'd get to shag the man who'd scored three goals for Scotland in World Cup Finals. So, the fact that his deputy was a complete and utter eejit meant little, as her existence in the Executive was almost totally nugatory. Even the press weren't that interested in her Amsterdam-hooker looks, because they had Peggy Filiben to gawp at.

To cut more quickly to the point, Patsy Morningirl was there because Wally McLaven had banged her a few times, she'd threatened to tell his wife, and he'd got her the position. Although he had also attached the caveat that if he was going to have her around on a regular basis, then he would be allowed to continue banging her. Patsy had agreed.

So, when Winona Wanderlip strode past McLaven's secretary – who attempted to stop Wanderlip charging in uninvited, but thought, who cares and gave up – and marched into his office, it was to find Morningirl flat out on top of Wally's desk, pants to the wind, skirt at her waist, and Wally with his breeks at his ankles, pumping away like a ferret.

'Oh, for God's sake,' said Wanderlip, 'can you two just try not doing that for like two minutes?'

They looked at her. They kept at it. Wally was in fine form, and Patsy was almost enjoying herself.

'Hi, Winnie,' said Patsy, 'he's all yours in a few seconds.'

'Won't be long,' said Wally.

'Should I wait outside?' said Wanderlip.

'No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, noooooooo!' said McLaven. Then he collapsed in a temporary heap on top of Morningirl.

He lay there, panting heavily. She lay under him, moderately content with her lot and looked to the side. Half-smiled at Wanderlip, in a 'we're all women together' kind of a way.

'Terrible about Peggy,' said Morningirl.

'Yes,' said Wanderlip.

'Lovely girl, too.'

'Yes,' said Wanderlip, wondering how long Wally would need to recover. The first time she had interrupted them having sex, she'd been embarrassed. But now, on what was possibly the twentieth occasion, it had dropped to zero on the Mortification Scale.

Morningirl sighed heavily.

'Still,' she said, perking up, 'if Peggy's dead it'll make me the best looking bird in the government. I might get a bit more coverage.'

'Very forward thinking of you, Patsy,' said Wanderlip.

'And I'm telling you,' said Morningirl, 'if anyone offers me money to pose in my Adam Ants, I'll drop the old skirt in seconds.'

'Lovely,' said Wanderlip. 'Wally, have your dylithium crystals been recharged enough for you to have a conversation at all?'

Wally exhaled a long breath, turned and gave her a cheeky wee grin.

'I know you're desperate to see, 'n' all, Winnie, but could you turn your back a minute?' he said.

Wanderlip tutted loudly, turned and looked at the photographs on the wall of McLaven's office. There were approximately fifteen photos of Wally's footballing heroics, mostly scoring goals for Scotland. There was a good one, however, of a spectacular dive he'd made in the last minute to get a penalty against Celtic. (There wasn't a photo of him blootering the penalty three miles over the bar, however.)

There was a scurry of little feet across the floor and Morningirl appeared beside Wanderlip, the tops of her legs clamped together.

'See you later, Winnie,' she said.

'Aye,' said Wanderlip, dryly, 'we could go the ballet together or something.'

Morningirl vented what passed for a laugh, something akin to the noise a hyena would make when, well, it'd just been shagged by Wally McLaven. And she was gone.

Wanderlip turned round. McLaven was sitting demurely behind his desk, tie straight, jacket on, ready for business.

'Can't the two of you go to a hotel or something?' said Wanderlip.

'It's more daring this way,' he said cheekily.

'What d'you mean daring?' she protested, sitting down across from him. 'You don't give a shit if you're caught. JLM's caught you at it before and all he did was congratulate you and take Patsy's phone number.'

McLaven laughed.

'I'm just a brazen hussy, darlin',' he said, being Elvis.

'Bloody marvellous,' she said, then dropped the condemnation and leant forward. Serious face.

'You been thinking what I've been thinking?' she asked.

McLaven considered this for a few seconds then shook his head.

'You know, Winnie,' he said, 'I seriously doubt that.'

'Peggy volunteered to step forward on Friday, and now she's gone. Blood on the pavement.'

'Yeah, nightmare,' said McLaven. 'She was gorgeous too.'

'That's not really the point,' said Wanderlip.

'Oh, it is,' said McLaven. 'It means all we're left with is you, Kathy and Nelly, for God's sake. You'll admit yourself, you're no oil painting, and Nelly, well Jesus-suffering-fuck, there are no end of issues with that face of hers. And Kathy? You know how if you give a dog a bone and then two minutes later try and take it away again. She looks like the bone.'

'Christ, Wally!' she said, becoming agitated by his immature cheeky cheeriness, 'it's not a beauty contest.'

'Sure it is, Winnie,' said McLaven. 'It's all about presentation. There's nothing under the surface that matters anything like as much as how it's put forward, and who's putting it forward. It's not what you say, it's whether the public want to shag the person who's saying it.'

She groaned, Wally smiled at himself.

'Hey, that's pretty good,' he said. 'If I say that in the right place it might end up in one of those books of quotations. What d'you think?'

'Wally,' said Wanderlip, 'Peggy could be dead.'

'I know,' he said.

'She very possibly could have been murdered.'

'I know,' he said.

'And,' said Wanderlip, going on a bit, 'murdered because she was intending to challenge JLM's authority.'

McLaven shook his head, held both hands up in a restraining gesture.

'Settle down, Winnie,' he said. 'You don't know anything of the sort. She could've been killed in a regular hit and run.'

'Where's the body?' she said, voice a little higher-pitched than previously. 'Definition of a hit and run, is that you hit someone, then you clear off. You run!'

'Well, I don't know,' he said, defensively, 'maybe it was a hit, clear up your mess and run. That might be the latest thing with these people.'

'What people?' she demanded.

He sighed big, he leant back, he placed his elbows on the arms of the chair and put his face into his hands.

'I don't know, Winnie,' he said. 'I just don't think you should go picking up the wrong end of the stick and beating about the bush with it, that's all.'

She exhaled a long, resigned breath. Maybe she should look into it more herself, make her own enquiries, before shooting off at the mouth. First things first; if Peggy was killed because of what was said at the cabinet meeting, who was the grass?

She stood up. Maybe she was talking to the grass right now. So what if he was cheeky, cheery and smiley? It was the same persona he'd had on the football field, and it had allowed him to get away with no end of dirty fouls and dodgy dives in the penalty box; made the fans more forgiving when he missed sitters from two feet.

'I'll speak to you tomorrow,' she said.

McLaven put his hands on the desk and tapped out the beat of Hello Goodbye.

'Aye,' he said. 'Don't worry about any of it, Winnie.'

She brushed off the remark with a swish of her dark hair and was gone. Wally looked at the closed door for a few seconds, then lifted the phone. Thought better of it, hung up, then stretched his legs out under the desk and pulled up his underwear and trousers.

Unnatural Selection

––––––––
'Seriously, Barn,' said JLM, 'the plebs just don't understand the pressures. It's hard to know what they're thinking some days. Listen to this.'
Barney was half-listening. He'd had a slow weekend where, had his personality been a little more developed, he would've been lonely. He'd trudged the streets of the capital, he'd found bars and restaurants, he'd spent the money that was mysteriously placed on his tray every morning with his breakfast.

Then, back to work for Monday, and he had spent another day in the company of the team, travelling around Scotland in JLM's wake. A whirlwind tour of the west coast, glad-handing voters in Ayr and Kilmarnock, Girvan and Largs. Not for a minute did JLM's face show anything other than a complete contempt for his public, and an obvious desire to be at some important conference in Rio or Kuala Lumpur. He had travelled the area in the new First Minister's Train, which had been decked out at a cost of three and a half million pounds, and which caused immeasurable inconvenience to the rail network every time it was used. (The public had yet to be informed of its existence, and were generally told about leaves on the line, or of an idiot driving the train. When JLM arrived at the station, there was always the limo there to pick him up.)

Whilst making his enforced visits to schools and factories and old folks' homes etc., etc., the entourage had stayed on the train, reading the Bible, fussing over expensive tailoring, checking medical records, doing whatever it was that they did every day. Barney had sat in a corner of the train, variously viewing his colleagues with suspicion or ill-ease. Wondering what they thought of him. They probably all knew about him, where he had come from. All knew that he was this freak of science, an abhorrent blip in humanity, an unnatural selection, and no one could be at all sure what would become of him, how the unnatural selection would develop. Weird growths on his skin, new limbs, another head, a bizarre enjoyment of Saturday night television. He could be the subject of a horror movie in ten years time. The Elephant Barber, or The Barber Who Was Scientifically Reborn And Who Turned Into A Glutinous Amorphous Mass, Slimed Over Everybody, Drowned Whole Communities With Exploding Suppurating Sores And Didn't Have Much Luck With Women.

They'd probably need a snappier title than that last one.

To further plunge his melancholic, confused mind into the mire of turmoil, muddle, chaos and disarray, he'd had another chat with the Reverend Blake. It'd been late on in the day, while JLM had been undertaking his final engagement of his whirlwind tour – to Nardini's in Largs, where he partook of some strawberry ice cream, and acted like he holidayed in Largs and Millport and Rothsey all the time. In fact, he'd been jetting off to the Indian Ocean for longer than he'd had the ambitions which now so clouded his judgement.

'You're looking a bit down,' the Rev Blake had said to him.

Barney had turned away from the carriage window and the meagre view of grey cloudy skies above the buildings.

'Aye,' he'd replied. 'Been a long day doing nothing. Sitting here making sure that that arsehole's hair looks all right every five minutes. Bloody waste of time.'

'Well,' she'd said, 'we all felt the same when we first got here, but you'll get used to it.'

'Why?' he'd said. 'Why should I get used to it? Why should I spend another minute here?'

Alison Blake had given a little shrug of the eyebrows. Her right hand fiddled with her dog collar. Her eyes flitted to Father Michael, who had spent the day studying 13th century art, depictions of the birth and of the death of Christ, then back to Barney.

'I suppose you owe them, to an extent.'

'What d'you mean? Because I'm this freak of weird science, and they've brought me out into the world for people to gawp at me?'

'Weird science?' Blake had said, curious, and then her face had relaxed, the eyes had widened and she'd nodded. Sagely.

'What?'

'You've been talking to Edmund?' Blake had said, lowering her voice. 'Always a mistake.'

Barney had breathed deeply, closed his eyes, tried to totally empty his head of all thought, failed, opened his eyes again.

'Go on,' he'd said.

'She's prone to the odd flight of fancy,' Blake had said. 'A bit loopy. Expect she told you some story about rapid cell growth and brain transplants and the like.'

Barney had looked at Blake, although his eyes and his mind were off someplace else.

'Aye.'

Blake had sighed, cast a sideways glance at Dr Blackadder, a pitying look, and had turned back to Barney.

'Barney, really, someone should've said,' she'd said. 'Rebecca's a bit, I don't know, not all there. I'm not saying she doesn't know her stuff, because she does. She makes up these psychological profiles for JLM, and she's on the bloody nose, every time. It's just, she's way off beam herself. Christ knows what a psychological profile of her would look like.'

'Are you allowed to use the name of Christ like that?'

'Yeah,' she'd replied, dismissively. 'Look, I'll come round to your room tonight. I'm just along the corridor. We'll have a wee chat. I've been speaking to Parker and he's told me the truth about your being here. Asked me to have a word. What d'you say?'

Barney hadn't known what to say, hadn't known what to think, hadn't known what to do. So he'd said yes, and now he was back in Edinburgh, and once more seeing to the hair of JLM, before he attended an evening engagement at the Chambers of Commerce. For this evening he wanted to look like George Clooney, which was going to be a bit of a stretch.

'I don't know that I want to,' said Barney, in response to JLM's instruction to listen to his annihilation of the proles.

'Don't care,' said JLM. 'I'm wandering round a supermarket or something, I don't know. What was it, X?'

'A fish canning factory,' said The Amazing Mr X.

'Whatever,' said JLM, as Barney studied the back of his head for the seventh time that day. 'This ignorant, plebeian little scrote pops up from under her white overalls and stupid little hat, and asks me what I'm going to do about bullying in schools. I mean, who do they think I am? You think bloody Churchill bothered about bullying in schools? "I don't care if the Germans are in Kent, wee Johnny got his head splatted against a gatepost by Big Wullie." Pants! Utter pants. I mean, I'm the First Bloody Minister for Christ's sake. I don't have time to bother my arse with the day-to-day stuff. I'm out there, taking care of the big issues. The world stuff, not namby-pamby ten year-olds who can't look after themselves in the playground. Bloody nonsense.'

The door to the bathroom opened without a knock. In a split second The Amazing Mr X had a grenade launcher armed and primed on his shoulder, only to be forced to stand down when Parker Weirdlove walked in, clipboard at the ready.

'Are you nearly done, sir?' he asked.

JLM caught Barney's eye in the mirror.

'Barn?' he said.

'It depends,' said Barney. 'If you want your hair to look all right, well, by Christ, after fifteen haircuts today, believe it or not it looks fine. If you want to look like George Clooney, that'll take a little longer. Say, a few years for the bone restructuring, another couple for plastic surgery, then another ten while you learn to brainwash everyone you're talking to so that they can't see that you look nothing like the fucking guy.'

JLM smiled in that patronising manner.

'You know, Barn,' he said, 'I've sponsored your presence here, I don't think that's overstating the mark. Do you, Parker?'

'Not at all, sir,' said Weirdlove.

'No, not at all. Indeed. Lovely. And I have to be honest, Barn, I'm getting a little tired of your downright rudeness. You may masquerade it as honesty all you like, but you are taking advantage of my good nature. So, well, I think we probably understand each other.'

Barney nodded and fussed around the corners of JLM's hair with a comb and a pair of scissors that weren't going anywhere near his head. (If he'd removed some hair every time he'd attended to the lad JLM's napper, the man would've been bald by the previous evening.)

It seemed he had to consider his position. His past life was coming back to him like lumpy porridge. Vague, meaningless chunks in amongst the general morass; the old shop in Partick, his insane mother, something about a monastery, the details were drifting back in ambiguously connected clumps, the exact meaning of which he had still to put together. However, no matter how much of that came back to him, it wasn't going to tell him what had happened after he had died, if he had indeed been dead. It didn't tell him what had brought him here, into this ridiculous menagerie. It was all very well biting the hand that was feeding him, but perhaps he should wait until he had his life sorted out before he went making mincemeat of the man. It was ridiculous, absurd madness, but sometimes you just have to bite the antelope on the arse.

'Certainly, sir,' he said to JLM. 'Would that be a George Clooney From Dusk Till Dawn, or a George Clooney ER?'

'Actually,' said JLM, settling back, relaxed and vaguely smug that he had established his superiority over another of the lower classes, 'I rather fancy a George Clooney Batman & Robin. That would suit me, don't you think?'

'Most definitely,' said Barney, just about managing to keep the tone from his voice.

He studied JLM's hair, laid down the scissors, and started, well, farting about with a comb and some mousse. He'd never seen Batman & Robin, for crying out loud. Who had? He'd never watched ER, he'd never seen From Dusk Till Dawn. In a few glorious months, at some previous stage of his hirsutological career, he had crammed thousands of pieces of pointless information into his head, so that he could talk to almost any customer on almost any subject. The films of George Clooney; the complete works of Kierkegaard; the geography of the female sexual organs; all thirty-seven French expressions for cut-and-blow-dry; two thousand and one reasons why the moon landing never happened; the history of Christianity and how the real Jesus was in fact the deputy manager of Burger King in Casablanca; fourteen different ways of saying There is a man molesting women on the promenade in Italian. And, of course, while his life and the story of who he was, was only coming back to him in sepia tinted sound bites, he could remember every single piece of pointless information and what passed for wisdom in the barber's shop.

To cut a long story off before it becomes gargantuan, he had no idea what a George Clooney Batman & Robin looked like. But not that it really mattered, as there were just plain not that many things he could do with JLM's hair in any case.

'So,' said JLM, catching Weirdlove's eye in the mirror, 'the speech is done?'

'Yes, sir, it is,' said Weirdlove, 'and I think William's done a good job. Kept it short, as you requested, and a few jokes in at the start at the expense of the Tories. Lovely one about Westminster which might have the Prime Minister twitching in his pants...'

'Champion.'

'There are going to be a few journos there, so you'll have some questions to answer.'

'You got a prep folder?' asked JLM.

'Yes, sir. I've kept it brief. They're mostly likely to ask about Honeyfoot and Filiben. If you think they've been murdered...'

'How the dazzling fuck should I know?'

'Exactly, sir,' said Weirdlove. 'What you're going to do about replacing Filiben, until we know exactly what's happened to her.'

JLM looked troubled at having to give some thought to an executive matter.

'Who's her deputy?' he asked.

'MacPherson,' said Weirdlove.

'Don't know him,' said JLM. 'I think we should probably transfer the responsibility to the Minister for Enterprise, don't you? Enterprise, Education, makes sense to loop them together.'

Weirdlove nodded, making a note on his clipboard. His lips twitched. Barney fluttered away around the fringes of JLM's hair, making it marginally more bouffant. The Amazing Mr X stared at the door and waited.

'Do you want me to patch the call through to Ms Wanderlip for you, sir?' asked Weirdlove.

JLM looked troubled, made a show of studying his watch and thinking. Shook his head; Barney saw it coming, and diverted the mousse massage just in time.

'Just not enough minutes in the day,' he said. 'I'll call her later. If we have to announce it to the press before she knows about it, I'm sure she'll understand.'

'Absolutely, sir,' said Weirdlove.

'Lovely,' said JLM. 'Anything else?'

Weirdlove drew a deep breath, studied his notes.

'Just one other thing, sir,' he said. 'The Herald's picked up on a story about a suspected Rwandan war criminal living in Glasgow. Looks like they're going to try and make something of it. Might get a little sticky.'

'What did he do?' asked JLM.

Weirdlove studied his notes. His face contorted slightly as he reread the details.

'He's accused of helping to take injured Tutsis to a hospital, to the point where it was horrendously overcrowded. About three thousand people in a hospital for a few hundred.'

'And that's a crime?'

'Then he set fire to the hospital and burned them alive. His men macheted to death anyone who tried to escape.'

There was a pause. Barney swallowed and glanced at Weirdlove. JLM lowered his eyes, while the picture of what had happened unavoidably came to mind. Even The Amazing Mr X looked up.

'Jesus,' said JLM. Then he shook his head. 'Where is Rwanda anyway?' he asked, regaining normal transmission.

'Central Africa, sir,' said Weirdlove. 'East of the Congo.'

'Africa?' said JLM. 'God, you live and learn, don't you? All this time I'd been hearing about Rwandan war crimes, I thought it was one of the Baltic states or something. So it didn't happen in the Second World War?'

'No,' said Weirdlove, slowly. '1994.'

'Christ,' said JLM, 'nobody's going to give a shit then. Just leave me to it, I'll say all the right things. We done?'

Weirdlove looked back at his notes. Reread over the story of the Rwandan war criminal. Wanted to say something else, but knew the tone in JLM's voice. He could leave it for another day.

'Yes, sir,' he said.

'Excellent,' said JLM, 'lovely. Barn? You done?'

JLM admired his new hair, which was barely different, in the mirror. Barney, who wanted to stick the scissors into the back of his head, nodded and laid down his tools.

'Clear,' he said.

'Champion,' said JLM, standing up. 'Absolutely lovely. Come on, team.'

And, as he marched to the door, The Amazing Mr X leapt up to dive out the door in front of him, checking the outer office for terrorists, spies, hoodlums and journalists.

Uh-oh...

––––––––
The Rev Blake was dressed in civvies: fuck-me boots, blue jeans and a thin, maroon crushed velvet top. She wasn't wearing any underwear, either, but Barney Thomson had yet to notice. She had her glass of white wine, Barney had a bottle of Miller. (Barney Thomson never used to drink American beers at home. Now here he was; he'd be at the Coors Lite next.) She was on the sofa, he was sat opposite on a large comfy chair. Another woman back at his place, a minister at that, and it seemed no more or no less surreal to him than the rest of the previous few days.
'You just have to watch what she's saying, that's all,' said Alison Blake, forcing a discussion about Rebecca Blackadder that Barney didn't want to have. 'She's a bit of a loose canon.'

'Aye, whatever,' he said. 'Don't really want to talk about her.'

'I understand,' said Blake. 'I realise it must be difficult for you. You've been unconscious a long time.'

Barney eyed her suspiciously, took a swallow of beer, set the bottle down on the small table at the side of his chair.

'Unconscious, eh?' he said. 'What story are you going to tell me, then?'

Blake leant forward, and the shifting position of the v-neck and the movement of the top against her chest, gave Barney the first inclination of the no-underwear thing. Tried not to think about it.

'The truth,' she said earnestly. 'You can trust me.' Was on the point of invoking God, but thought the better of it. He would either believe her or not; God wouldn't come into it.

'All right,' said Barney. 'Tell me what you know.'

She rested her forearms on her knees. Held her glass in both hands between her legs.

'You were chasing a man called Leyman Blizzard across a moorland in the Borders,' she said, crisply. Tell it quickly and convincingly. Be honest about the face. The same rules applied as when teaching the word of God to sceptics.

Barney nodded. Leyman Blizzard. The name did more than ring a bell. Blizzard, the old bugger. Had murdered Katie Dillinger in the church.

'Go on,' he said.

'You fell off a ledge, smacked your head on a rock. You were found the following morning, having been out on a cold, wet night. Comatose. Another half hour and you would've been dead.'

'All right,' said Barney, 'sounds plausible so far.'

'You were in hospital for over two years. It was a big thing at first, because of your past. Barney Thomson caught and in a coma, all that kind of stuff. Headlines in the newspapers for a while. Strathclyde Police launched an inquiry, then at some stage Blizzard handed himself over and told his story. There was, to be frank, a bit of revisionism done on your life, and you were more or less exonerated for your past crimes.'

'That's what Rebecca said.'

'At least she got something right,' said Blake, caustically. 'Big news one day, might as well be dead in a ditch the next. Having handed himself in, Leyman Blizzard obviously changed his mind, and he managed to escape. So, he was that month's celebrity psychopath. Centrefold in Playloony. The whole nine yards.'

Barney nodded. Long term unconsciousness was a bit more credible as an explanation.

'How did I get to be here, though?' he asked.

More credible perhaps, but he doubted whether anyone in this situation would be able to convince him of the veracity of any explanation.

'You were just languishing in a hospital. The serial barber that time forgot. Happens to everyone that's famous for five minutes. Your wife divorced you...'

'My wife?' he said, and another large part of his life came moseying back in on a lame horse.

'There was an obscure question to parliament about you one day, from some obscure MSP. Disagreement about whether or not to turn off the life support. Jesse got interested. He may look like this absurdly egotistical narcissist, but there's a decent man in there somewhere. Got interested in your story, got you moved to a private medical facility. The Father and I, well, we've been saying our prayers for you. I know what I look and sound like sometimes, but I do have faith. The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.'

That'll be the Bible then, thought Barney.

'It can make a difference,' she continued, talking through his thoughts, 'and with you, well it did. Last week you started showing signs of improvement. Sudden indications of brain activity. And, well, JLM decided to have you moved to our apartments. We were waiting for you to wake up. Here you are.'

Barney stared at the floor, the thin carpet, cold and clinical. Another day, another story. Only difference being that this time it wasn't in the realms of scientific fantasy.

He sat back in his chair, stretched out, pressed his hands against his face. Left them there. Just wanted everyone to leave him alone. Had been interested the night before when Blackadder had told her story, but now he didn't want anyone's concern, didn't want to hear any more stories. Left alone in a dark room for several days, and he'd probably come up with the answer himself.

He jumped at her touch; her soft fingers against the back of his hand. Felt the gentle whisper of her breath and then her lips against his forehead. A delicate kiss, lingered over only briefly and then she knelt down on the floor.

'You don't believe me,' she said.

Barney took his hands away from his face, opened his eyes, but didn't look at her. Stared at the ceiling. Swallowed.

'Don't know what to believe,' he said.

She ran her fingers down the side of his face, a tender touch, let her hand linger beside his lips. After a few seconds, he found himself kissing her fingers.

'You can put your faith in me, Barney,' she said. 'Put your faith in the Lord. He will show you the way, I promise. The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: they that dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined.'

He turned and looked down at her, her pale face a few inches away in the dim light of the evening room. He felt like crying, he felt like breaking down into a billion separate molecules, or melting into a hundred gallons of water, so that he could just wash away.

Her hand was still against his face; she lifted her eyes, her mouth, she lifted her head close to his, he could smell the scented soap with which she'd washed half an hour earlier. Her lips met his, soft and gentle, and he gave into them and melted into a hundred gallons of water so that he was washed away.

Well, for God's sake, let's not get carried away. They snogged and then she led him off to the bedroom, where the lad Barney gave as good as he got.

The First Bite Is The Deepest

––––––––
Two o'clock in the morning, JLM was lying in bed reading one of his press scrapbooks. He'd been keeping them since he'd made his first speech to the Scottish Labour Party Conference in Perth as a teenager, thirty years previously. His favourite ones were from just before he became First Minister, when the press were in the business of talking him up; which contrasted markedly with their attitude since he'd become First Minister, when they'd done everything to drag him down.
So that was what he was reading now as he lay alone in bed with his nightly cup of diet hot chocolate. An article entitled Cometh The Hour, Cometh The Man To Save Scotland. There were several on the same theme, as all the Scottish broadsheets had rallied to his cause following the ignominious departure of his predecessor.

It made comforting late night reading after a stressful day. Bloody Ayrshire, he'd thought, as he generally couldn't be bothered heading any further west than Livingston. No end of mindless questions from the buggering minions during the day, a good speech wasted on the suits of the Chambers of Commerce, and then a grilling from some bloody awful Herald journalist – a man who he'd ensure would never again darken the press room door when JLM was in attendance – about the Rwandan thing, a subject he just wouldn't let go. So reading his own press from a while ago was the equivalent of the warm cup of chocolate at his bedside. Solace at the end of a lousy day.

Tomorrow, however, he hoped for better things. There was a G8 conference coming up in Toronto, and he was determined to be there. As far as he could tell, he had as much right as the bloody PM, and just because the PM had rebuffed the suggestion when he had run it by him, did not mean that there wouldn't be other ways to try and force the issue. So he would be having a meeting with a representative from the Canadian government. That, and Herr Vogts would be arriving from Germany for some serious work on how to bypass Westminster on the introduction of the Euro.

He was just rereading the paragraph about his unusual breadth of vision, when he heard a bit of a stramash downstairs. Raised voices, thumping footsteps, and he looked at the clock. Minnie was away for a few days, attending a conference on women's issues in The Hague. Piece of bloody nonsense, JLM had thought, but it got her out of his hair for a while, and allowed her to feel that she was making a contribution to the world. Besides, it didn't do him any harm to be seen to have an effective wife.

He was still contemplating why she would be back this early, when the door to his bedroom was thrown open and Winona Wanderlip careered into the room. She looked wild and exciting, her hair tossed to the skies, much of it defying the fundamental laws of physics. Her beige summer jacket was pulled to one side, as if someone had made an ineffectual grab at her arm and she had been in too much haste to sort it out. Mouth wide and pouting, heart pumping like a piston, adrenaline coursing through her body at a rate of a hundred and seventy-three pints a minute, she stood in the centre of the bedroom.

Behind her, a bit beleaguered and looking a wee bitty embarrassed, came The Amazing Mr X, who came and stood next to her, although not so close that she could've had a swing at his testicles.

'Sorry, boss,' he said to JLM. 'She scared me.'

'That's all right, X,' said JLM. 'You can wait downstairs. Ms Wanderlip won't be staying long.'

At those words she fizzled some more, a strange noise escaping from her body, like the sound of rain on electricity pylons. The Amazing Mr X looked at her with a mixture of fear and contempt, then turned and walked from the room.

JLM waited until the door closed, then closed the scrapbook over and straightened his shoulders.

'Winona,' he said. 'You've got one minute and then I'm calling the police.'

'What the Hell are you playing at?' she said.

'I'm only trying to run the country the best I can,' he said, disarmingly.

'I know what you're up to. You put every single job in the government onto my plate, and when eventually cock-ups start getting made, you can blame me and kick me out. Either that or I choose to jump ship. I'm not bloody stupid.'

'Winona, you credit me with too much guile,' he said.

'Do I bollocks, you bollocking idiot,' she barked. 'Anyway, it's not guile, it's arrogance and superciliousness and disdain and narcissistic up-your-own-arse-ness. Well, I'm here to tell you you're not getting away with it. I've had enough.'

'Oh, well, have you now?' said JLM slyly. 'What are you going to do, Winnie? Throw your teddy in the corner? Withdraw your £1.50 a week from the tea club? Write a letter to Woman's Weekly maybe? Lovely. Or perhaps to the agony aunt in the Daily Record? Dear, whatever the Hell her name is, my boss is giving me too much responsibility. I'm only a woman, how am I supposed to cope?'

She didn't pounce immediately. She was no unfettered wolf leaping at the injured deer; no savage lion, all muscle and teeth, jumping on the exhausted wildebeest; no vicious anteater, sticking its snout into the hill and gobbling up all the workers who'd been happily building a swimming pool for the little 'uns. She waited. She stood over the bed, trying to control her anger. She'd had therapy, that was no secret. Rage control. Hadn't had the choice after the judge had ordered it, following the incident over the last parking space at Murrayfield. All the exercises they'd taught her to go through, they all pushed from different directions in her mind. Think one thing, think another, concentrate, concentrate, don't lose control.

'Your time's up, number seven,' said JLM. Voice as dismissive as he could make it. Loved nothing better than winding up Winona Wanderlip.

She lost control. And when she moved, it was with a surprising speed, agility and a nimbleness that belied her slightly clumsy bearing. JLM, who had been assuming the usual steam out the ears, throw the odd handbag, scream a bit, and then leave, banging the door behind her routine, was caught totally unawares.

She stepped forward, threw back the covers and, like Johnny Weismeuller or Mark Spitz, dived forward on top of JLM. Pitched it perfectly, so that her face landed smack beside his crotch, then with her mouth wide so as to encapsulate the full breadth of his tackle, she bit down hard. Kept her teeth closed for a second, shoogled her head from side to side a bit, then stood up.

Just for a wee moment or two, JLM was silent. His face turned white. His mouth was open, wider than Wanderlip's had been two seconds earlier. There were tears in his eyes.

'Is that all you've got to say?' said Wanderlip, having stood back up and regained her composure.

A weird hissing sound escaped from JLM's throat. He was clutching his testicles. His whole body was numb, apart from the screaming pain at its centre.

'Here's what you're going to do,' she said, firmly. 'You rearrange the distribution of work within cabinet by close of play, or I go to the press about the amount of money you're spending on that bloody entourage of yours. And the train. And everything else. You got that?'

He didn't reply. He was still in no position to talk, as he began to curl up into the foetal position.

Wanderlip turned and walked slowly from the room. Stopped at the door, faced him, tried not to smile.

'I would've thought I might've had to open my mouth a bit wider than that, Jesse,' she said.

And with that last put-down she was gone.

Jesse Longfellow-Moses curled up into a ball and began the rest of his long night, which was sure to be a painful one.

International Barber Of Mystery

––––––––
Tuesday morning. Barney Thomson stared at the remains of his breakfast, which he'd demolished with some vigour in a little under twenty minutes. The usual full works, and he'd already decided to give himself just another couple of mornings of it, before laying off and settling for cereal and grapefruit before his heart clogged up and he was dispatched back to wherever it was he'd come from.
The news was on in the background, mostly talk of the chaos surrounding the Executive, what with its missing ministers and workload generally being amalgamated into one department. It was the first time he'd really focused on it, what with his head generally being all over the place. But sure enough, here he was, back in the saddle, cutting hair, and there was quite possibly a multiple murderer on the loose in the city. This thought having occurred to him, and having brought back no end of memories from his previous existence, he stopped thinking about it and decided to wallow in the events of the night before instead.

To put it bluntly, for the first time in so long he couldn't remember, he'd had biblical relations with a woman. And it'd been brilliant. He may have been dead or unconscious for two and a half years, but there was plenty of life in the old pistons, no mistake.

So, and you can't take this away from the big fella, there was a smile on his face. Alison Blake may have been called by Christ, but it hadn't stopped her shagging like a horse. She had left at some time after three, a final kiss on his warm lips, and a promise of more to come.

There was a knock at the door. Barney glanced at the clock. He was due with JLM in fifteen minutes to get his hair prepped for an appearance on Radio Scotland. This would be someone come to collect him. Or it might possibly just be Alison Blake come back for some nefarious sexual purpose. (A whole new world had suddenly opened up.)

He approached the door. It crossed his mind to take the chance that it would indeed be the Rev Blake, and to do it naked, with his manhood upstanding before him. Good sense prevailed, however, and he opened the door fully clothed, and rather tentatively. Which was just as well, because Detective Chief Inspector Solomon wasn't used to seeing naked men at this time in the morning.

'Aye?' said Barney. Still had a little marmalade on the edge of his mouth. Some sixth sense told him it was there, and he licked it off as Solomon produced his badge.

'DCI Solomon,' he said, 'and yes, before you ask, I'm wise as fuck. This is Sergeant Kent. You Thomson?'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Suppose I am. And you're right, you do look wise.'

'None of your sarcasm,' snapped Solomon, albeit with a certain good-humour. 'You got a minute, because we're coming in?'

'Since you put it like that,' said Barney, stepping back and allowing them entry. 'I'm due with the First Minister in fifteen minutes.'

Solomon grunted.

'Appearing in another carpet commercial, is he?'

'Radio Scotland,' said Barney.

Solomon smiled ruefully, as Barney closed the door.

'Wouldn't want to be seen on the radio with bad hair,' said the DCI.

'Exactly,' said Barney, smiling.

Having gained access, and the confidence of the interrogatee with a little banter, Solomon stood in the middle of the room and looked around. Had wondered how it was that the First Minister had been keeping his employees. Had a good eye for a quality sound system and DVD/digital TV set up. This was the best. Several thousand pounds worth of the taxpayers' money in those alone.

Barney watched them, wondering what they were up to. Here to arrest him for sleeping with an agent of the Lord? Perhaps it was in that morning's newspapers. High Ranking Barber Shags Vicar, Sentenced To Death. Or, Thomson In New Outrage Against Society. Or maybe they had put two and two together, arrived at sixty-four, and were here to arrest him for the murder of the disappearing cabinet ministers. Reprieved Barber Can't Kick Killer Habit. Born Again Hirsutologist Cuts Swathe Through Cabinet; Citizens Erect Monument In His Honour. Could be anything.

'So,' said Barney. 'They're going to be expecting me soon. You going to arrest me before then?'

Solomon grunted, shook his head.

'Nah,' he said. 'Why'd you think we'd do that?'

Barney shrugged. No reason, he thought. He looked at Sergeant Kent, a quiet man, who was staring solemnly out of the window at the morning sun. Wishing he was somewhere else, thought Barney.

'Why're you here then?' asked Barney.

'Thought it was about time we checked in,' said Solomon.

He eyed Barney for a few seconds, then decided to go for it. When he started talking, his voice raced along like Parker Weirdlove or Herr Vogts. Maybe, Barney thought, a few seconds in, there's trouble with the tape speed inside my head.

'Expect there's been a couple of people told you some things about why you're here, where you came from and that kind of thing. Yeah?' he asked, then zipped on to the next sentence without pausing for Barney to answer. 'Well, whatever you've heard, forget it. I don't know what kinda shit these goons here'll have been trying to get you to believe, but you can't trust any of 'em. And I mean, any of 'em, even the religious ones. Hell, they might be the worst.'

'So why am I here?' said Barney, with some resignation.

'You're part of an undercover police programme,' said Sgt Kent, suddenly from out the blue. Barney raised an eyebrow. Even Solomon gave Kent a swift look.

'That's novel,' said Barney. 'Do elaborate.'

Solomon jumped in before Kent could say anything else.

'There's a fella at St. Andrew's University been doing some research into the criminal mind,' he said quickly. 'Between you and me, the guy's an absolute fucking fruitcake. And he stinks to high heaven, never fucking washes, spends so long in that lab of his. Anyhow, he's been doing experiments reactivating the brains of dead criminals.'

'Ah,' said Barney, butting in. 'That sounds plausible.'

'Cutting edge work,' said Sgt Kent, nodding. 'The man's a leader in his field.'

'Yeah,' said Solomon, giving Kent another destructor-ray glance. 'Whatever, to cut out most of the crap, on our behalf he will fit the brain of a dead criminal into a fresh corpse. Do all sorts of reactivating shit, then bingo, you've got a new person.'

'The trick is,' said Kent, 'that the doctor has isolated the gene that leads to criminality, and he removes it. It's really pretty clever.'

'What Dr Fucking Einstein here is trying to say,' said Solomon, 'is that we end up with a person with rare insight into the criminal mind, but who has lost the will to commit criminal acts.'

'Brilliant,' said Barney. 'Don't believe a word of it.'

Solomon laughed again. It was a nice laugh, and he knew not to use it around real criminals because it was totally inappropriate.

'Yeah,' said Solomon, 'I can see why. It's pretty fucking weird, there's no denying that. But, my man, it's true.'

'Then,' said Barney, 'whose body is this? It looks exactly like me?'

'Good point,' said Kent.

'Yeah,' said Solomon. 'The doctor does this thing where he implants the memory of your new body, so that's how you remember yourself looking.'

'You're making this up,' said Barney.

'There's weirder fucking things than that in life, Mr Thomson,' said Solomon, 'and they're true.'

Barney laughed.

'You've persuaded me,' he said, smiling.

'Thought I might,' said Solomon.

'The strangest thing is,' said Kent, and Solomon started silently mimicking his speech, 'that the doctor couldn't find the criminal gene in your brain.'

'Ah,' said Barney. That would tie in with what he was beginning to remember about his past life. 'You must be disappointed.'

'Why?' said Solomon and Kent together, and they scowled at each other.

'Pht! goes your insight,' said Barney, doing an accompanying little hand manoeuvre.

'Well,' said Kent, 'we don't think so.'

'Yeah,' said Solomon, 'I don't think so, I can't vouch for anyone else. You've been around a fair amount of shit in your life, so we're confident. You're our man on the inside of the Executive, and we're pretty sure you can come through.'

'Marvellous,' said Barney, and finally he sat down on the settee opposite the two police officers. He settled back; he looked at them expectantly. Something like this had been inevitable. Later in the day it seemed reasonable for him to anticipate visits from the Flying Squad, the FBI, MI5, MI6, the CIA, NASA, Blue Peter, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, and Thirty-Seven-Year-Old Puerto Ricans For A Safer Eurotunnel. 'What exactly is it you'd like me to do?'

'Well,' said Solomon, 'your remit has kind of changed in the last few days.'

'Dramatically,' said Kent.

'Would you shut up?' said Solomon. 'Whose show is this?'

'You're taking an age to get there,' said Kent, sullenly.

Solomon hesitated on the brink of a 'can it, Sergeant' type of remark, pointed a finger, didn't say anything, then turned back to Barney.

'There's been murmurings about Longfellow-Moses and the death of his secretary. Bit of a weird business. So, we decided to try and get someone on the inside. A plant. Get a closer look, gather some evidence, you know the score.'

'Be a snitch?' said Barney.

'Mole,' said Solomon. 'When the First Minister decided he wanted his own hairdresser, we got the doctor to activate you and planted you in the middle of the forest.'

'So what makes you think that removing the criminal gene is going to turn anyone into a mole personality type?' asked Barney.

Solomon shrugged slowly, while giving Kent a quick 'don't even start talking' glance.

'There are certain rewards in it for you,' he said. 'But we can talk about that later.' Solomon checked his watch. 'Look, you'll have to be going soon. To cut the bullshit, we now need you to poke your nose into the cabinet's business, if you can. Find out who's behind these two disappearances. You think you can do that?'

Barney smiled. It was like he was being made a deputy. How utterly bizarre; if it was true. Couldn't believe anything, of course.

'You mean, can I be discreet, perceptive, incisive, trenchant and shrewd?' he asked. 'I seriously doubt it.'

Solomon smiled. Kent regarded Barney with a little suspicion.

'I'll speak to you again in a couple of days,' said Solomon.

And with that he walked past Barney, Kent in his wake. Barney smiled at them, then shook his head and stared at the carpet. Just how many more explanations about his presence here was he going to receive?

The door opened and closed again, and Barney let out a long sigh and drummed his fingers on the arms of the chair. Maybe it was time to just walk out. Get out of this prison of a hotel room, out of Edinburgh, because this city wasn't his city, get on the road and see where he ended up. He could go and live overseas for the first time in his life. He could be Barney Thomson, International Barber of Mystery. He laughed at the thought.

There was a cough behind him.

He rose quickly and looked at the door.

Parker Weirdlove was standing inside, arms folded across his clipboard and chest. Must've crept in silently, as the police officers departed.

'Who the fuck were they?' he asked.

Barney Thomson did not answer immediately.

Make It So

––––––––
Longfellow-Moses looked as though he was studying the work Barney was doing on his hair – today he'd requested a Gregory Peck Mocking Bird – but his mind was elsewhere, grappling with big thoughts, whilst trying to ignore the continuing throb in his loins. Weirdlove was standing in the corner, checking his clipboard. The Amazing Mr X was standing silent, mean and tall, by the door.
'Can you get some figures for me?' said JLM, from the depths of his reverie.

Weirdlove looked up from the bullet points he had noted down to help JLM negotiate his way through the radio appearance; they consisted mostly of differing ways to shift the conversation away from his sexual affairs, Hookergate, his other dodgy business affairs, his denial of Disney videos to his children, and the Rwandan war criminal thing.

'No problem, sir,' he said. 'What kind of figures would you like?'

'Space,' said JLM, and he pursed his lips in a Churchillian kind of a way. Looked sombre and serious and statesmanesque.

Barney raised an eyebrow. The Amazing Mr X stood poised with his surface-to-surface missiles primed and ready to rock.

'How d'you mean that?' asked Weirdlove. As he said it, he glanced suspiciously at Barney, as he had been doing for the past half hour. He did not believe that the two men who had been leaving Barney's room as he arrived, had been Jehovah's Witnesses.

'It's just so vast,' said JLM. 'I mean, seriously, it's like this lovely, huge, enormous blancmange.'

'D'you actually know what a blancmange is, sir?' said Weirdlove.

'Whatever,' said JLM. 'There was some show, used to be on tv, where they said that space was the final frontier. Can't remember what it was called. Lovely stuff. Anyway, you know, they were right. Space is like this, well, thing.'

'What kind of figures were you looking for, sir?' asked Weirdlove, recognising one of his boss's flights of fancy, wanting to get to the crux of it, so that he could shoot it down in flames and then move on to something worthwhile.

'Have you any idea,' JLM began, 'of the size of NASA's annual budget?'

'Is this a test, or are you wanting me to find out?' said Weirdlove dryly.

'God, Parker,' said JLM, 'I don't have that kind of info at my fingertips. Find out, man.'

'$13.6billion,' said Barney. 'That's about £7billion, give or take.'

JLM smiled, gave Weirdlove a wry 'you'd better keep up' look. JLM had been impressed so far by Barney's general silence and good behaviour since they'd had their little chat.

'Lovely,' said JLM. 'Thanks, Barn. What's our annual budget?'

'About £24billion,' said Weirdlove quickly, annoyed at himself that he was actually bothered that he answered before Barney. 'That's about $40billion,' he added.

'Yes, thank you' said JLM, 'I can do the math.'

Weirdlove shot an imaginary dagger into the back of JLM's head. JLM looked statesmanesque and pondered his position.

'All that money more or less accounted for?' he asked. 'Our 24 billion, I mean. It's rather a lot, isn't it? You'd think there'd be a few spare pennies.'

'Is it all accounted for?' said Weirdlove, wearily. 'Every last penny, sir. And we've still got three-hundred-year-old hospitals, the central belt road system is hopelessly inadequate, our tourism policy is shambolic, the rail network is wretched, the councils are impotent and bankrupt, our social services are in chronic decline, our fisheries policy in disarray, police numbers are plummeting, there's an increase in reported crime across the board, the prisons are overcrowded yet arrest rates are down, anyone of any talent, be it in sport, business, science or the arts must go to England or abroad to meet their potential, the west is riven by bigotry and sectarianism, education is desperately short of money, the exam system is in chaos, the young feel let down and ignored, the old feel betrayed, your care for the elderly package is a prescriptive hash job, and the rest of us in the middle can only find the strength to carry on because our applications to emigrate to Australia have been denied. All that, and our football's shite and BBC Scotland comedy output is pathetic. There are,' he said, voice slowing at last, 'no spare pennies.'

'Be that as it may,' said JLM, waving a dismissive hand, 'how d'you feel about instigating a space programme of some description?'

Weirdlove breathed deeply. Barney continued to study the back of the royal head, and wondered if Gregory Peck's hair ever actually varied from film to film. Like his facial expression.

'We could probably push it through parliament without too much trouble,' said JLM, continuing unabashed. 'I could give them one of my vision speeches, you know the ones. Space is just such a lovely thing, don't you think? How much d'you think it would cost to have a space programme of some sort, Parker?'

Weirdlove mentally tapped his brain on the clipboard. Count to ten. Count to ten. Don't lose your temper.

'It depends what you were looking ...'

'You see,' said JLM, cutting him off, and raising his temperature a little further, 'I was reading this article in the Herald Tribune. Did you know that NASA are still using the same rocket technology as they were in the '60s? Did you know that not only have they not made advances in manned space flight, they've actually regressed to the point where it would take longer now to get a man to the moon, than thirty years ago? It's madness! Complete madness! There's a big universe out there. It's beautiful and lovely and delicious. And we're stuck down here. It's time someone did something about it.'

'Well,' said Weirdlove, starting again, 'it depends what you're looking for, sir. If you want to buy a box of fireworks out of Woolies, let them off and get someone to make a note of their trajectory, that'll probably only cost you about a tenner. If you want to push the boundaries of rocket science and send men into deep space, that would probably take up most of our 24 billion. Course, we'd have to shut down the schools, the hospitals, the prisons, the police forces, the fire service...'

'We could call it,' said JLM, oblivious, 'the Jesse Longfellow-Moses Space Research Centre. Lovely ring to it, don't you think?' he said. 'I'm sure I could push that through parliament. What d'you say, Barn?'

'It would certainly be something for the country to rally around, sir,' said Barney, sounding like Jeeves. Then he gave Weirdlove a defensive look which said, 'that was what you told me to say'.

'Indeed,' said JLM. 'Get me some figures, Parker, will you?'

'Have you a specific objective in mind?' asked Weirdlove, barely masking the acerbity.

JLM looked at the ceiling, as if pondering the stars. Barney stood back, having finished the cut. Hands off, and the man looked more or less the same as he did whether he was supposed to be George Clooney, Frank Sinatra, Gregory Peck or Ella Fitzgerald.

'Men on Mars by the year 2010,' he said grandly.

'Right,' said Weirdlove, making a note, 'and do you want to bring any of them back alive at all?'

JLM hesitated. Would the public think the mission a failure if the men never got back? Probably bloody would, the ignorant bastards. They never cared about the boundaries getting pushed; always had to pee their pants every time somebody pegged it in the furtherance of human knowledge.

'Don't care myself,' said JLM, 'as long as they send pictures. But, I suppose we'd better or the press'll get on their bloody high horse.'

'Very good, sir,' said Weirdlove.

JLM finally noticed that Barney had finished. He examined the hairstyle for signs of Gregory Peck-idity, found them, stood up and walked round the chair.

'Champion,' he said to Barney, slapping him on the arm. 'Smashing job. Right men, let's go and kick the BBC's arse for them.'

The Amazing Mr X leapt to open the door, jumped out ahead of JLM, checked the vicinity for spies and terrorists, then cleared the First Minister for egress.

The Lad Wally Takes His Final Dive

––––––––
'Different class,' said Wally McLaven, rubbing his hands together. 'That's what I mean by quality. Absolutely brilliant. That's the kind of thing that makes all the difference in life. Real quality, to be fair. Different class. Now, can you show us your other breast?'
McLaven was recruiting a new secretary. Just because some people had moved on in the world, and thought that it was horribly sexist, disgusting and primitive to ask a teenage girl to show you her breasts before you considered offering her a job, didn't mean Wally couldn't still exist in the Dark Ages. Amanda Cartwright was his fourth interviewee; two of the previous three had downright refused to take their clothes off and had been asked to leave; the other had reluctantly given Wally a look at her breasts, but had stopped short of offering a feel, despite Wally's claims that he was making sure she was lump-free.

Amanda Cartwright, however, was altogether more accommodating. She popped the second of her boobs out into the open, and Wally leant across his desk for a closer look.

'Lovely,' he said, 'really wonderful. Have you had any work done, anything like that?'

'Oh, aye,' she said. 'I got implants when I was sixteen. What d'you think?'

'Beautiful, babe,' he said. 'They're top quality breasts. And how have the implants affected the feel of the breast. Are they still as supple as before the operation?'

'Oh, aye,' said Cartwright. And she stood up, leant towards him so that her breasts were almost in his face, and said, 'Why don't you try them out for size? And I've also had my labia minora clipped, if you want to check 'em out.'

There was a loud rapping at the door. Wally woke up.

He sat up quickly, having been slouched massively in his office chair, enjoying a midmorning doze. He was due in committee at some point, but he couldn't entirely remember when. They were to have some ridiculous discussion about Scottish opera; as if anyone gave even the slightest shite about it.

'Come in,' he said, straightening his tie and running a hurried hand through his hair. Quick run of the tongue over the teeth to make sure there was no obvious food remaining from the leftover curry that he'd had for breakfast.

The door opened. It was his secretary, the spectacularly unattractive Miss Rutledge. He had spent most of his year incumbent in the post being horribly rude to her in the hope that she would resign, thereby allowing him to get a younger, better-looking model installed.

'What?' he said, sharply. 'I'm busy here.'

'You've got a message from the First Minister's office,' said Karina Rutledge. 'Wants you to meet him in Conference Room 6F.'

'6F?' said McLaven. 'That's like, what? Is that even in the building? Are you sure you took it down right?'

She bit her tongue, once again. The four hundredth time this year. The ignorant little bastard was going to get his comeuppance one day. One day soon.

'6F,' she said again, sharply. 'It's on the ground floor. It's where they have regular meetings of the Culture Council, but there's no reason why you're going to know anything about that, is there?'

'Enough of that tone, Miss Rutledge,' barked McLaven. 'When's the meeting?'

'Now,' she said. She swivelled, closed the door and was gone.

And, seeing as her back was turned when McLaven left the office a couple of minutes later, it was the last time she ever saw him. Alive, at any rate.

*** 

The First Minister was squirming through his radio interview, and not just because his knob ached when he sat in certain positions. For once he was extremely pleased that he wasn't on television. Despite his great hair. He didn't have too much influence on the BBC, but he was working at it, and when he'd established a bit more of a salient into the organisation, the first thing he was going to do was get Bertie Shaw shagged out of his position as midmorning talk show bastard. Lovely chap though he'd thought him up until now.

'You cannot deny the right of the Scottish people to know whether there are any more skeletons in your closet, First Minister,' said Shaw, who was having a great time. Getting to rip the pish out of the First Minister, in full knowledge that the public would be enjoying every second.

'Really,' said JLM, 'this is intolerable. I've answered the question a hundred times now. The details of my previous mistake have been given a full and proper public airing, and Minnie and I now consider the matter closed.'

'But you haven't answered the question,' said Shaw, exasperated.

'What question?' exclaimed JLM, exasperated.

'Did you have any other affairs?'

'I answered that at the press conference four months ago,' JLM snapped.

'I think that's debatable,' said Shaw, as much as a wee aside to his audience, 'but why not answer it again here and now?'

'Can I ask you a question?' said JLM, with command, attempting to gain control of proceedings.

Parker Weirdlove was standing behind him, shaking his head. The whole thing was inevitable, and if JLM hadn't been so keen to get his face on every newspaper front page, every magazine cover, every TV show, even every radio broadcast, a thinking idiot's Victoria Beckham, then he wouldn't constantly walk into these giant cow pats.

'Well,' retorted Shaw, 'you can, after you've answered mine. Are the Scottish people going to find out that you've had more than one affair, First Minister?'

'My question,' announced JLM, with solemnity and spunk, 'is why are you so concerned with tittle-tattle and gossip? I think you might find your listeners would much rather hear about our policies for the Health Service and the modernisation of the rail network.'

'Indeed, First Minister,' said Shaw, and from beneath the desktop he produced a barrage of that day's newspapers. Weirdlove groaned. JLM bristled. The Amazing Mr X just wanted to grab a microphone and start singing. 'That's very interesting, because yesterday your Health Minister, Malcolm Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm, issued new government guidelines for the financing of the NHS in Scotland, and not one of today's papers picked up the story. Instead we've got First Minister Hides From Rwandan Question; True Cost of JLM's Euro-Jolly; JLM Blunders Again; Hookergate Refuses To Die Despite JLM's Machinations; Good Hair, Shame About The Policies; Wanderlip Bites JLM On The Cock, and Longfellow-Moses Parted My Red Sea And Walked Right In, Claims £200/Day Whore.'

JLM hurrumphed.

'Your ministers can issue all the guidelines they like, First Minister, but if the people don't trust the taste of the ice cream, they're not going to be interested in the cone. Are there any more affairs, from your past or present, that the public have not so far been told about? Yes or no?'

JLM breathed deeply. Looked up to catch Weirdlove's eye, but he was standing out of sight. Enough of a hesitation, couldn't be seen to linger over it.

'What I think your listeners will be more concerned with is the fact that there is this clear mistrust of the First Minister. I was elected by the people...'

'Less than forty percent of them,' barked Shaw.

'Let me finish. Last May, I was duly elected by a majority of the voters in this country. I have a mandate, directly traceable to the people of Scotland, and I think those people will be getting extremely fed up with your line of questioning.'

'Perhaps,' said Shaw. 'But all you have to do is answer the one simple question, First Minister, and we'll move on. Have you betrayed your wife with more than one woman? Yes or no?'

'There you go again,' said JLM, laughing in a pompous manner, thinking that he had the moral high ground...

And on and on they went, fifteen minutes with the interviewer never moving on to a second question, and JLM never answering the first. JLM thought he performed very well; imagined that the listeners were outraged on his behalf; he'd taken the superior position, treating Shaw with just the right mixture of contempt, acerbity, sarcasm, brio, panache and élan. He'd ground Shaw into the dust, and Shaw had ended up looking ridiculous. A masterful performance.

Then there was the other point of view. Of one thousand, three hundred and forty-one e-mails sent to the BBC, only one criticised Shaw. The Scotsman the following day led with JLM 'Admits' Affairs Through Equivocal Denial. The Sun went further: JLM Shagged Loadsa Birds. The Press & Journal went off on a slightly different tack: North-East Man Finds Stone In Peach.

So, while JLM left the studio, head up and feeling good about himself, Parker Weirdlove knew that he'd just witnessed another PR catastrophe. Or then again, he wondered, as he walked in the wake of a slightly limping JLM and The Amazing Mr X, perhaps he'd known what he'd been doing all along. By extending the discussion on his extramarital affairs, when he himself might be sure there were none to be uncovered, he had allowed Shaw to squander the opportunity to ask him about the Rwandan issue, the Cabinet murders, the cock-up over health care for the elderly, Hookergate, the absurd joint bid with the Faroes for World Cup 2014 and the rumour that Winona Wanderlip had bitten him on the old meat and two veg.

Maybe he wasn't as stupid as he looked.

*** 

Wally McLaven humphed his way down the stairs. It'd only been a couple of years since his playing days had drawn to an injury-hit climax down at Ayr, but already the fitness was gone, and the weight had piled on around his middle. And as he humphed, he mumbled disparaging words against JLM and all who sailed in him. Dragging a man away from a sensational dream. Bloody idiot.

He searched along corridors and down paths. Committee rooms were always a mystery to him. He was actually on three of the parliament's committees, but had only ever attended one of them; a fact which wasn't going to change just because they were now in new premises.

Eventually he stumbled across Conference Room 6F by accident, knocked, waited, no answer, and so he pushed open the door and entered.

He stopped. Felt the strangeness in the room. The blinds were drawn against the morning sun, and the room was in half-light. Occasional shafts of sunlight swept through the air, illuminating the dust. McLaven knew that JLM wasn't going to be here, and in that instant he realised that as he'd walked down he'd heard a radio playing, with JLM being interviewed live. Funny how some things don't compute, when your mind is elsewhere.

'Close the door,' said a voice. A woman.

Soft and low and, well, delicious. Wally McLaven smiled and nodded to himself. So that was it. These things always fell into place faster than you imagined they would. He'd been summoned down here to perform.

He recognised the voice, couldn't quite place it. Couldn't see who'd spoken, but he closed the door behind him and walked into the room. Heard the footsteps, turned to his left. She was walking towards him, having been standing in a dark corner. Not dressed in the least provocatively, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. There wasn't a bit of clothing on the planet that Wally McLaven couldn't have disengaged in under three seconds.

'Oh,' he said, which wasn't much of a greeting, but if he'd had a vote, he wouldn't have cast it for the woman who was walking towards him. Not that she was unattractive, but there was something about her. Still, he was here now, he hadn't had sex so far that day, and Patsy was in Inverness doing some ridiculous tourist thing. Any old magazine in the dentist's waiting room. 'Hi, babe,' he said, imagining a good recovery.

'Glad you could come,' she said, the voice oozing sex.

'Give us a few minutes, Hen,' said McLaven, laughing. 'Different class.'

'You up for it?' she asked.

'Oh, aye,' said McLaven. 'You must've heard all about me, eh?'

'I certainly have,' she said, as she came up beside him.

She smiled, glossed red lips a little parted. White teeth, a mouth that you could spend years on. Wally started to schmooze in a faintly ridiculous manner, being a man who believed all his own press.

'You've come to the right man, darlin',' he said, accompanying the words with his usual cheeky grin.

She put her hands on his neck, a gloriously gentle touch, soft fingers caressing his skin down either side, sending goose bumps all the way down his back and arms. He shivered. He closed his eyes. He felt her warmth and her cool sophistication at the same time. This was going to be wonderful. He waited.

She head-butted him with immaculate precision, busting his nose open. He groaned, stumbled back. He opened his eyes in time to see the swift movement of the knife taken from somewhere at her back, two-handed, up over her head and then brought swiftly down into his forehead. And buried.

Wally stared up at her, his body hovered in suspended disbelief at the evil which had just been inflicted upon it, then he fell forwards. His killer jumped smoothly to one side, and the corpse of Wally McLaven plunged down onto the carpet and crumpled into an uncomfortable heap.

She stood over him for a few seconds, walked to the door, opened it a cautious inch to check the way was clear, and then stepped out into the light of the corridor on a late summer's midmorning.

*** 

She hovered a while in the vicinity, still feeling the thrill of the kill. Waiting to see if anyone would come along to clear up the mess. Ten minutes, before an uncertain pusillanimity got the better of her and she left the area and placed an anonymous phone call to building security to get them to check out Conference Room 6F. It took her quarter of an hour persuading them that such a conference room actually existed, and by the time they got there, a further thirty minutes later, the body of Wally McLaven had already been moved on, leaving nothing but a few bloodstains on the carpet.

To be fair to Wally's killer, as Wally himself might've said, she was a little confused when she heard.

A Predestination Of Seven Cheeses

––––––––
The word spread quickly through the parliament. Wally McLaven had been added to the list of Honeyfoot and Filiben. Missing, leaving but a meagre trail of blood. The cabinet of ten was now down to a cabinet of seven. Winona Wanderlip heard the news while she was sitting as part of the Further Education Committee, which was debating an increase in student grants, even though there was absolutely zero public funding to sustain such an increase.
Wanderlip broke down in tears, in the moment of Wally's death finally realising that she'd loved him. Or maybe had just loved the idea of him, so different had he been to the man who had left her at the alter.

She'd recovered her composure quickly, had not left the committee room, had blown her nose, wiped away the tears, had started to programme her mind to forget all about Wally McLaven, had begun to nibble again at the non-existent nail on her left ring finger, and had directed the committee back the way of business.

However, no matter how much they talked of other matters, her mind kept returning to the fact that another of her supporters was gone, there would be another space for JLM to plug with his own man. And strangely, despite what had gone before, it never occurred to her for a second that she was about to have Tourism, Sport & Culture dumped in her lap, so confident was she that JLM would give in to her threat of the previous night. And you know, such was the constant reminder of the lingering pain in his knob, she was right.

*** 

JLM heard the news in his car, travelling back for an annoying appearance before the Cultural Affairs Committee. Another bloody waste of time. His thoughts were far more focused on the imminent arrival that afternoon of Herr Vogts, who was due to spend three days, mostly with Weirdlove, establishing a base position for Scotland's entry into Europe, a position that would be impenetrable. This was to be followed by his meeting with an official from the Canadian government, to discuss an invite for JLM to the next G8.

He had to be reminded of who Wally McLaven had actually been, as he'd only met him a few times in the past year. Was surprised to find that he was a Labour member, as he'd generally considered his pointless good-natured bonhomie to be in complete alignment with the Liberal Democrats. 'At least it gets me out of having to appear before that bloody committee,' he'd muttered.

He had returned to his office, where he was now standing at the window, vaguely wondering why it was that members of his cabinet were slowly disappearing, one by one. Still half expected McLaven to show up, after having been pumping some idiot secretary in an obscure part of the building. Honeyfoot was a loose cannon, of whom he'd had a very low opinion, and he would not have been at all surprised to discover she'd buggered off to the Caribbean on a whim, with some muscled half-wit she'd met in a bar. But Peggy Filiben. She was too honest and too committed.

'I need spiritual guidance,' he said suddenly, turning round to face his entourage.

Veron Veron froze dramatically, mid-sequin; the lady doctors looked up from their laptops; Barney Thomson rolled his eyes, shook the paper, and went back to reading about the panic that was being wrought throughout the parliament by the latest proposed boundary changes; Parker Weirdlove raised a bit of an eyebrow; The Amazing Mr X loaded up his Kalashnikov. Which left the two people in question.

The Rev Blake looked over the top of Jude; Father Michael was once again engrossed in the Sermon on the Mount.

'Reverend, Father,' said JLM, 'the inner room.'

On the other side of his office from the en suite, there was a smaller office which had so far been little used, because he was spending so much time in the bathroom having his hair attended to.

'You really ought to release a statement to the press, sir,' said Weirdlove. 'They're baying.'

'I thought you were writing that?' said JLM tetchily.

'I've done it,' said Weirdlove, with equal tetchiness, 'but I do think they might be looking for a personal appearance of some description.'

'Bloody shag,' muttered JLM, as Blake and Michael waited in divine expectation.

'And you should call an emergency cabinet meeting,' said Weirdlove.

'Oh, for crying out loud,' said JLM.

And with that he marched into his inner office, followed by his two religious advisors, while Parker Weirdlove lifted the phone and went about organising the emergency cabinet meeting and press conference which he felt the First Minister should attend.

JLM appeared at the door.

'How are you getting on with the, you know, space thing?' he said.

A small vein throbbed high on Weirdlove's temple.

'Getting there, sir,' he said.

'Champion,' said JLM, and he closed the door and disappeared to hear the comforting words of his agents of the Lord.

*** 

'So,' said Rebecca Blackadder, some time later, sitting down opposite Barney in the restaurant. 'You got shagged by Alison, then?'

Barney stared at his supreme of Devonshire turkey in a salmon nage with crystallised bananas and a redcurrant coulis in a comfit of profiteroles, with chips. Why was he not surprised?

'Aye,' he said. 'On the radio, was it?'

He looked up. His voice sounded hangdog, but there was a light in the eyes that Blackadder wouldn't have recognised had she known him before. He was no longer a man who was most comfortable feeling sorry for himself.

'Could tell by the way she ignored you all morning,' she said.

'Ah,' said Barney. He'd obviously noticed that Blake was ignoring him, but was cool enough about the whole thing not to feel like a piteous rejected teenager. 'That what she usually does?'

'Yeah,' said Blackadder. 'She's pretty much had every one of us in that room. Apart from Father Michael, of course. Did her best, but you have to admire the man's commitment to the cause.'

'Haven't spoken to him,' said Barney.

'Not many of us have,' said Blackadder, and she tucked into her parfait of cauliflower in a predestination of seven cheeses, with an explosion of thyme and an epidemic of rosemary.

'Funny woman, all the same,' said Barney.

'You could say that,' said Blackadder. 'Pious when it suits her, that's our Alison.'

Barney nodded, forked another piece of banana, munched it and then washed it down with a wee sip of a fruity Californian chardonnay, robustly bodied, exquisitely finished, with hints of Kate Winslet, summer fruits and the Oxford Dictionary of Literary Quotations.

He looked around the canteen, sparsely occupied. It was elegantly decorated, fine pictures on the wall – apart from the ones of JLM – rich carpet, an atmosphere of stilled refinement, which quite went against most of the politicians who dined there. However, as they also had to pay for their meals, and it was expensive, it was not much used. Another waste of money. JLM's entourage had their meals paid for, and so ate there every day.

What did the police seriously think he could do, thought Barney, mind rambling. He was a barber or, more appropriately, a stylist, which was what he'd become. He wasn't anybody's man on the inside of the cabinet. He was in no position to investigate the disappearance and possible murder of three members of the Executive. Was he supposed to ask the waiter if he had any ideas?

'So,' he said to Blackadder, deciding he might as well get on with it and dive clumsily into the murky waters of investigation, 'what d'you make of all these disappearances?'

Rebecca Blackadder toyed with a piece of Swedish-cheddar enrobed cauliflower and licked an imaginary particle of sauce from the corner of her mouth.

'You interested for any particular reason?' she said.

Barney shrugged. Where previously he would've looked like a giraffe in pink pyjamas with an inflated condom on his head when trying to look inconspicuous, he had now learned the ability to blend.

'Nah,' he said casually, and she bought it. They were in the government buildings, the cabinet were dropping like flies; it'd be odd if they didn't talk about it.

And that's when he had his first incisive thought on the subject. There were all these people in JLM's office, hanging out endlessly all day, doing nothing. It wasn't as if they never spoke to each other. Yet none of them ever talked about the cabinet. And neither did JLM, apart from when Weirdlove forced him into it. Barney himself wasn't acting suspiciously by raising the subject, the rest of them were suspicious by not raising it.

'Just seems kind of weird,' he said.

'Well,' said Blackadder, taking an expensive napkin to her chops, 'it's one of three things.'

Barney raised an eyebrow, continuing to fill his face with food.

'Oh, aye?' he said.

'One,' she said, and she began to count them off on her fingers. It's the age of the visual aid after all. 'There's a bit of cosmic payback going on. God, they're all politicians. You think the people are the slightest bit concerned? Hell, no, they're cheering. Look, before today there's been two of them gone AWOL, and it's not even been the headlines in the papers. The public are more interested in joke TV like Pop Idol and Big Brother, or the latest freak millionaire, or how many minutes Robert Downey has lasted out of rehab this week. If they give a shit about any politician, it's JLM and who he's shagged or who he's ripped off or who he's going to shag or rip off. With the exception of Wally, public recognition of the cabinet is absolute zero. The cabinet are nothing, masquerading as marginally more than nothing. I know the reasons JLM ignores them are completely wrong, but the essence of it is right. They are individually and collectively a complete waste of space.'

By the time she'd finished her wee speech, Barney was almost done with his meal. She had a nice voice, all the same, and he was quite happy to sit and listen to it all day.

'Aye,' he said, 'but who's actually doing it?'

'Don't know,' she said with a shrug. 'A disaffected public, maybe.'

'All right,' he said, 'what about two and three?'

'Two,' she said, 'JLM is getting them all bumped off one by one, until he's the only one left in the government.'

'Don't think so,' said Barney. 'The way he operates at the moment, he might as well already be the only one in the government. Why bother to authorise murder? He might be able to worm his way out of the corruption and sex scandals, but even he'd have a job getting away with a pile of corpses.'

'Fair point,' she said. 'So, here's my third idea. They're not actually dead, any of the three of them, despite the blood that's been found at the scenes of two of the crimes. They're all going off somewhere secret to plan a coup d'état, and they're going to march triumphantly into Edinburgh at some point in the next few weeks to regain control of the country.'

'That'd be fun,' said Barney.

'It certainly would,' she said.

'Does JLM have the Army on his side?' he asked.

'You know,' she said, 'I don't think JLM has anyone on his side. Apart from that idiot X.'

'What about Weirdlove?' said Barney.

Blackadder gave a very slight shrug of the shoulders with accompanying face.

'Good question, Barn,' she said. 'Good question.'

And that was all Barney was going to get from Dr Rebecca Blackadder, who soon after signalled a change of conversational direction by discussing a spangly tassel top that Veron Veron had designed for JLM to wear to a rumba night at the Scottish Labour Party Conference.

To Cabinet, To Cabinet, To Buy A Fat Pig

––––––––
JLM looked around the table at his cabinet colleagues. There had been chatter amongst them before he walked in, but they'd all bowed to his greatness and quietened down upon his arrival. Now they were waiting for him to pronounce. He had yet to decide what he was going to do with the Tourism, Culture and Sport brief, assuming that Wally's return was not imminent. The only clear thing was that he couldn't possibly give it to airhead chick, Patsy Morningirl.
JLM himself was still feeling battered from a bruising and rumbustious press briefing. He had been asked twenty-three questions in all, split more or less down the following lines: who did he think was murdering his cabinet colleagues? (3 questions); was it true he'd had sex with three prostitutes in one night? (4 questions); had he murdered his secretary? (3 questions); what was he going to do about all the Rwandan war criminals living in Scotland? (2 questions); was he ready to admit that he had defrauded the taxpayer of more than £2m? (3 questions); just how hard had Winona Wanderlip bitten his cock? (6 questions); was he prepared to admit that his policy on care for the elderly was in total disarray? (1 question); and what did he call that hairstyle he was sporting? (1 question). The last one was the only one which he'd answered directly.

Furthermore, the bastarding BBC had broadcast the whole bloody thing live. When he found out who was responsible, that was another pair of bollocks which were going to get a good sharp rap.

He pretended to look through the papers which Weirdlove had given to him for the meeting, gave the appearance of making a few final mental notes, and looked up at the quickly diminishing throng of the cabinet, now reduced to Wanderlip, Malcolm Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm, Nelly Stratton, Fforbes Benderhook, Trudger McIntyre and Kathy Spiderman.

'Well,' said JLM, with a half-hearted smile, 'seems like there are only seven of us now. They'll be calling us the Magnificent Seven. That'll be lovely, don't you think?'

He looked around the pond of disinterested faces. As his eyes drifted past hers, Wanderlip made a small gnashing movement with her teeth, sending deep psychological discomfort straight to his groin.

'Can I be frank?' said Nelly Stratton.

'Oh yes, please,' said JLM.

'It'll more likely be the Invisible Six and the Up His Own Arse One,' she said, looking at the others for confirmation. Only Wanderlip nodded.

JLM tried to laugh it off, but he almost choked on it.

'Very good, Nelly,' he said.

'Or,' she continued, 'the Doomed Six and the Narcissistic One.'

'Yes,' he said, nodding.

Behind him a small smile came to the lips of Parker Weirdlove. The Amazing Mr X looked out of the window, checking for snipers.

'Or how about,' said Stratton, running with the joke, as all the best comediennes do, 'the Discombobulated Six and the Vainglorious One?'

'All right, Nelly,' said JLM in fluent schoolteacher, 'I think we know where you're coming from.'

'The Neglected Six and The Unbelievably Conceited One,' she said quickly.

'Enough!' ejaculated JLM. 'Can we get down to business?'

There were a few nods around the table, albeit only from the men.

'That'll be a first,' said Nelly, and Wanderlip nodded this time. 'You usually storm in here, issue a few decrees, then walk out.'

'And what makes you think I'm not going to do that this time?' said JLM quickly.

And he stared sharply at them all, attempting to quieten any further dissension in the ranks.

'Right,' he began, 'Wally's gone off, don't know where. At first I suspect we all thought he was just banging some pointless little bit of skirt, but if that'd been the case he'd probably have been back in under five minutes. No, it would appear that he has gone the same way as Melanie and Peggy, wherever that may be. I doubt any of us has any idea, although I'm sure that won't stop the police from making their usual unnecessarily brutal enquiries.'

He looked around the table. Here we go, each and every one of them thought, already starting to prattle on without actually saying anything, admiring the sound of his own voice, and not in the least interested in what anyone else has to say.

'So,' he continued, 'we have to consider what we're going to do with his portfolio, such as it is.'

'Whilst also considering the redistribution of Peggy and Melanie's portfolios at the same time,' chimed in Wanderlip. And she ground her teeth together for effect as she said it.

JLM stared across the table, and he suddenly had a thought. A wonderful, delicious, magnificent thought. The bloody woman had clearly left his house the previous night and phoned up every newspaper on the planet to tell them of her knob-biting proclivities; off the record, no doubt. So, since it was already out there and he did not consider he could be any further embarrassed by the revelation, why not make the most of it? Why not, and this would really give her a good solid thump in the nads, get the police to charge her with assault. And bloody grievous assault at that.

An arrest, a charge, a court hearing, he could get Dr Farrow to take the teeth imprints from his penis, and bingo, Wanderlip would have a criminal record. At some stage along the way, hopefully fairly early on, she would be out on her ear. And, if he wanted to rub salt into the gaping wound, he could bring a civil action once she'd been found guilty of the assault charge. Say, £4m, that'd be a good round number. Embarrassment, loss of fertility, stress, throbbing loins, there was no end to the things that he was suffering because of her unprovoked attack.

'Absolutely, Winnie,' he said. 'Quite right. Lovely. We must do something about that.'

And suddenly the day did not seem so bleak. He had the perfect route to getting rid of Wanderlip. Herr Vogts would be arriving in less than half an hour to begin formulation of the Euro plan; he was confident he could brush off most of the other difficulties that the press kept banging on about. He was about to instigate an invite to the next G8 and, if he was really fortunate, whoever it was who was one by one removing his cabinet for him would continue to do so, and he would have to pay them even less attention than he currently did.

He glanced out of the window behind Wanderlip's head. The sun was indeed shining.

'Champion,' he said. 'I'll get the Finance and Education portfolios back where they belong, and promote MacPherson and Eaglehawk appropriately. Parker, get me some recommendations for two new deputies in those departments. And we'll need to find a new Minister for Tourism and the rest of that portfolio. Leave Patsy where she is as no.2. I'm open to any suggestions from the table, otherwise Parker if you can come up with a couple of names.'

He looked around the room once more. This time his shoulders were straighter, his voice was more confident. He filled the end of the room with his presence.

'Lovely,' he said, when there were no immediate calls from the floor. Of course they weren't going to suggest any names. There was so little talent in the parliament, they would struggle to come up with a single nominee to be in charge of the tea fund. 'Right, we need to get back out there and present a united, solid face. Until we know for sure what's happened to Melanie, Peggy and Wally, we have to carry on as if nothing's happened. We fill the gaps, we carry on, we kick arse. We stand together, and united we stand, united in the stand against everything that our enemies stand for. We're in it together to the bitter end, through the rough and the smooth. We each stand or fall by the collective actions of the collective. We are one, and the one is all of us. We eat as one, we breathe as one, we shit as one. We eat, breathe and shit kinship in the face of adversity. This will be our finest hour! Are you with me?'

Of the six people around the table, all the men had stopped listening to him at around the time that he'd started sounding like Winnie the Pooh. Wanderlip had heard it all and gave JLM a suitable look of contempt.

'Sounds like you're going to pish all over us again,' said Stratton.

JLM nodded and smiled disarmingly. At least you're switched on, you nebby wee cow, he thought.

'Right people,' said JLM, shuffling his papers like he was a newsreader, 'we're through. Let's get out there and kick some backsides.'

'Excuse me,' said Wanderlip, as the men in the room began evacuation procedures. Each of them slumped back into their seats with a resigned sigh. What was the stupid arse going to say now?

'Yes?' asked JLM. One word, a very, very patronising tone.

'Is there the slightest possibility that we could discuss policy, now that we're all in the same room?' said Wanderlip. 'I've got some major issues here, you know. There's a rumour that MotoCell are thinking of closing their communications factory in Bathgate.'

'Why's that a problem?' said JLM. Weirdlove regarded him with a raised eyebrow.

'Several thousand jobs!' said Wanderlip, in a duh-huh tone. 'You know how many millions we, the Executive, have plunged into the bloody thing? We have given them massive government support to keep the factory going, and now it looks like they're just going to pull out, moving the entire operation to Azerbaijan.'

JLM nodded soberly. The loss of thousands of jobs never looked good. Of course, none of the decisions around MotoCell had ever had anything to do with him. It was all the work of his predecessor, Wanderlip and the chancellor in Westminster. So, it could all work out well for him.

'You know, Winnie,' he said, 'I don't even know where Azerbaijan is. Anyone else got any points?'

The men were all keen to get going, and had nothing to say. Nelly Stratton could've talked all day, but just didn't see the point. Wanderlip was too apoplectic to speak. The words would eventually come, but not before JLM had said 'Champion!' and walked out the room, Weirdlove in his wake, The Amazing Mr X ahead of him, armed with rocket launched CS gas canisters.

*** 

Twenty minutes later Nelly Stratton was standing at the window of a small ancillary room on the top floor of the Assembly Building, with nothing but towels, brooms, cleaning fluids and large packets of rough-around-the-edges toilet roll for company. Looking out at the sun on Arthur's Seat, the tourists still pounding their way to the top, to be buffeted by the winds that always blow up there.

She was waiting for someone. Another of her little clandestine meetings, of which she generally had one or two a day. This was a little different however, as she wasn't looking to undermine the idiotic leader of the Executive. She had had enough of his total elimination of parliament in the decision making process. As Minister for Parliamentary Business, she was offended by his complete disregard for the seat of government, and she had not been at all fooled by his stupid Three Musketeers speech at the cabinet meeting. However, she had other concerns for the moment.

She was here to find out more about the disappearance of her cabinet colleagues. Not that she was sure the person coming to visit her would be able to help her out, but she had a feeling. With Honeyfoot, she had been unconcerned. Filiben had been a little more troubling, because there was a possible connection with her intended challenge to JLM's authority. But Wally, this was the one which had hit Stratton the hardest. Wally was harmless, the political equivalent of a mild dose of feminine itching. If someone wanted him out, then they might possibly want them all out. It could even be that Stratton's was the next neck on the chopping block.

The door opened, Stratton turned away from the window and the warmth of the sun on her face. The man glanced again along the corridor behind him, stepped into the ancillary room and closed the door.

'Mrs Stratton,' he said. 'A pleasure to be called to another of your little conflabs.'

'Cut the shite, Parker,' she said, 'and tell us what's going on with all these folk going missing.'

Eaglehawk Rolls Up His Trouser Leg And Joins The Fellowship

––––––––
'Herr Vogts!' said JLM, broad smile on his face. 'Delighted to see you. Come in, come in!'
JLM was in his inner sanctum, where he could sit, like Jean-Luc Picard, and dispense management wisdom to the lucky few who got to enter. Barney was sitting by the window of the expensive and warmly decorated little room, having spent the previous ten minutes agreeing with everything that JLM had been saying.

Vogts was shown in by The Amazing Mr X, who closed the door behind them, and took up position where he could view all avenues of entry and egress, thermonuclear handgun at the ready.

'The sun is shining,' said Vogts, smiling. 'I thought I was in continental Europe.'

JLM laughed. He was about to quip, that's what my government has done for this country, when Vogts added, 'At least until I saw the rubbish on the streets and all the young girls pushing prams, eh?'

'Yes,' said JLM, with a little less enthusiasm. 'X, any idea what's happened to Mr Weirdlove?'

The Amazing Mr X turned sharply at hearing his letter.

'Weirdlove?' he said. As JLM's personal bodyguard he took no interest in anyone other than the First Minister. He glanced quickly around the room, making sure Weirdlove wasn't in attendance, then had a quick but pointless swatch at Holyrood Road three floors below. 'Don't know,' he said.

'Sit down, sit down,' said JLM to Herr Vogts. 'Everything to your satisfaction so far on your visit?'

'More or less,' said Vogts, 'although can I just say that there's not been enough women, alcohol or loud pointless singing. This is a bizarre way to run a government.'

'Can I organise a coffee or something for you? said JLM, attempting to hold up his end of the conversation.

'Or something sounds good,' said Vogts. 'Can I get a beer? A German beer, not the coloured water that you drink in this country.'

'X,' said JLM, 'can you locate Herr Vogts a German beer, please?'

The Amazing Mr X looked concerned.

'I'm not actually allowed to leave your side, sir,' he said, as if he was barking orders on a parade ground.

'Do you come with me when I take a shit?' asked JLM carefully. 'Or when I go to bed with my wife? I don't think so. X, you are authorised to do things other than stand at my shoulder holding onto my wiener. Now, go find a beer.'

Reluctantly, The Amazing Mr X left his post.

'You'll remember Barn Thomson?' said JLM, indicating Barney.

'Oh yes,' said Vogts, 'the barber.'

'Financial wunderkind,' said JLM.

'I didn't get that impression,' said Vogts.

'Lovely, lovely,' said JLM. 'Now, you'll be spending most of the next few days with Mr Weirdlove, my principal political advisor. And there's one other I'd like to be involved in the consultations. I trust you've had useful discussion with your people in Berlin as to how we can solve our little problem?'

'I have had several very constructive meetings,' said Vogts.

'Good, good,' said JLM.

'On one occasion,' said Vogts, 'we constructed a ten-foot tower out of beer mats, until that idiot Voeller nudged it accidentally. Hasn't been able to hold his beer since the botched vasectomy.'

'Yes,' said JLM, 'that wasn't quite what I meant.'

Barney sat looking from one to the other with vague amusement. His mind, however, was strangely on the cabinet murders, if that's what they were. How he could glean information to help solve them, and how he could possibly extricate himself from this ridiculous position.

The door burst open and in strode Parker Weirdlove, looking a little dishevelled around the chops, having run along the corridor. Didn't like to be late for anything, even if it was only JLM.

'Gentlemen!' he barked, as he marched in. 'Just had a few things to which to attend.'

'Such as?' said JLM.

'Herr Vogts,' said Weirdlove, nodding at the guest.

Vogts returned the greeting with a casual wave of the hand.

'Mr Weirdlove,' he chimed, 'you look as if you've been making big love!'

Weirdlove smiled uncomfortably, nodding at JLM and Barney. Looked embarrassed. Having been in such a rush, he hadn't had time to mentally prep himself for Vogts.

'Well,' he said, 'I don't think so, Herr Vogts.'

'Don't be embarrassed,' said Vogts. 'We have a saying in Germany. In government, there is more than one way to fuck the country. Clever, no?'

JLM laughed that big booming laugh of his. Weirdlove smiled and wondered how he was going to get out of the next few days. Barney hadn't been listening.

The door opened without a knock and in walked James Eaglehawk, the new Minister for Finance. The initial idea of bringing him in on the Euro plan to undermine Wanderlip had now been overtaken, but his was still the kind of devious, duplicitous and positively venal mind that was required for the project. Sharp-suited and sharp-chinned, he stood before the throng.

'First Minister, sir,' he said.

'Lovely,' said JLM, 'glad you could make it, James. Herr Vogts, this is James Eaglehawk, our new Finance Minister.'

'A pleasure,' said Vogts, taking Eaglehawk's outstretched hand. 'You have a name of many birds.'

'Yes,' said Eaglehawk, with supreme cool.

'I once knew an English girl called Greattits, but I think that was more a statement on her physical attributes than her actual name.'

'The same could be said about my name,' said Eaglehawk, with effortless panache. 'I swoop like the eagle on unsuspecting prey, I hover above the ground and know every inch of my territory like the hawk. I am a hunter, and the hunted are my prey.'

'Splendid,' said JLM, in an effort to cut him off.

'The beasts of the forest are my victims,' said Eaglehawk, continuing despite JLM's best intentions.

'It's the breasts and the forest that are my victims,' said Vogts, 'and I think we know what kind of forests we're talking about.'

'Enough!' said JLM. 'Gentlemen, I have other business. I'll leave you here to begin the formulation of the plan. Remember these three things: complete discretion, precise execution, and no bollocks. Got that? Champion.'

JLM rose from his chair, regarded the room with a generous smile and clasped his hands together in a roguish manner, as if he was about to go out and give a wench a good slap on the arse.

Barney watched him with the same bemusement with which he was currently watching everything. Would not be surprised if he was about to be left alone in a room with Weirdlove, Vogts and Eaglehawk to discus Scottish fiscal matters. Might as well have the future of the country's economy in the hands of someone who had no idea where to even begin.

'Barney!' said JLM. 'Come on, I've got a very important meeting with a mademoiselle from the Canadian government, and I'm looking for a Christopher Lambert Highlander III.'

'Hah!' said Vogts, as Barney rose. 'I knew you were the barber.'

'Of course I'm the effing barber,' said Barney dryly, as he walked past.

'Need to speak to you later about a little law suit, Parker,' said JLM quickly, having just been caught in the middle of another lie. Then he marched out, leading Barney from the room. Just as The Amazing Mr X galumphed in, carrying a Stella Artois...

*** 

'You see,' said JLM a few minutes later, once more at the whim of Barney's can of mousse and dashing blow drier, 'you can trust some of your people some of the time, but not all of them all of the time, you know what I'm saying? That's why I've got the three of them in there formulating policy. Over the next couple of days I'll take each of them to the side and have a wee chat, make them think they have my ear, that they're my man on the inside. Play them off against each other, find out who's really on my side.'

'Is that what you do with the cabinet?' said Barney, with cool.

JLM snorted.

'Well, I suppose I used to, but they're just so pointless now it's not worth my time. I'm the government, not them.'

'Someone thinks them important enough to murder,' said Barney. Very smooth and entirely natural introduction, he thought. Maybe this detective business wasn't so difficult.

JLM shook his head.

'You're right,' he said. 'Can't understand it myself. Why kill something that's so insignificant that it hardly matters that it even exists? I do think it's more likely, however, that they're not dead and that they're collecting somewhere, intent on pulling some stunt, marching back to Edinburgh to take over the parliament. If they're not dead, I've got a good mind to arrest the three of them. What d'you think?'

'At the very least,' said Barney. 'In fact, if you reinstated the death penalty for treason, assuming they're not already dead, you could have them killed.'

'Very good, Barn,' said JLM, catching his eye in the mirror and nodding. 'What d'you think X?'

The Amazing Mr X, who was standing at the back of the bathroom, one eye on the window, one on the door, had been thinking about women again. However, he didn't want to be seen not to be listening to everything the boss said.

'Delicious,' he said.

'Yes,' said JLM. 'Delicious. A very good way to describe it.'

There was a knock at the door. The Amazing Mr X went through several body contortions in an effort to get himself into position to receive an attack.

'Come in,' said JLM, who didn't always share his bodyguard's flair for the dramatic.

The door opened, and Rebecca Blackadder stuck her head into the First Minister's boudoir.

'Edmund!' said JLM, looking at her in the mirror. 'What a treat. Is there anything I can do for you?'

'Building security are here, sir, I think you'd better come out.'

'Goodness me, Ed, I've got an important meeting in half an hour, and I need the right hair. What is it?'

'Nelly Stratton, First Minister,' said Blackadder.

'Christ,' he muttered under his breath. 'What does the nebby wee cow want now?'

Blackadder looked at The Amazing Mr X, exchanged a glance with Barney, stepped into the room and closed the door behind her.

'She's been reported missing, sir. Same set-up as McLaven. No sign of a body, but blood on the carpet.'

JLM let out a long sigh and turned round. The Amazing Mr X looked a little concerned. Barney raised an eyebrow; there goes another one, he thought, and he wasn't progressing very far with his investigation. Maybe it wasn't so easy to be a detective after all.

'Jesus,' said JLM. 'For crying out loud. You sure she's not just gone for a pint, or something?'

'Blood on the carpet,' Blackadder repeated.

'Maybe she was shaving,' quipped JLM.

'Your hair looks lovely, sir,' said Blackadder. 'I think you should come out.'

'You're right,' said JLM, glancing around at the mirror. 'My hair does look lovely. Thanks, Barn.'

And finally JLM rose and walked to the door, out to face another little crisis in his government.

*** 

As what counted for panic once again embraced the parliament building, the killer of the nebby wee cow sat back and relaxed with a hot cup of joe. At first she'd thought she might hang around and wait for building security after she'd made the call; ensure that they found the body before whoever it was who was cleaning up after her. And then she'd thought, sod it. I'm the killer, I should be in charge, I'll do it my way. I'll start toying with the idiot.

And so, after she had stabbed Stratton in the neck with one delightfully fluent ping of the knife, she'd removed the right shoe of the Minister for Parliamentary Business, then carefully cut off her big toe and placed it in a small polythene bag and into her coat pocket. Then she had bound the foot and put it back into the shoe. Then she'd left the scene of the crime, a small ancillary room on the top floor of the Assembly Building, returned to her office and placed the call to building security. More than likely, she thought, the body would be gone by the time they got there. Highly unlikely, however, that the ad hoc undertaker would notice that Mrs Stratton was not complete.

She sipped her coffee, munched on a fig roll, and pondered the variety of naughty things that one could do with a severed toe.

The Comedians

––––––––
Finally the media had something decent into which to get their teeth. Rather than the vague disappearance of a couple of cabinet ministers, they now had two more vanishing in the parliament building itself, leaving blood on the carpet at that. The Executive Cull Picks Up Pace, boomed BBC Scotland at six-thirty. Arch Diver & Nebby Wee Cow the latest to go missing, said Scotland Today. Government in Crisis, thundered Newsnight Scotland, with the appropriate graphic displaying the exponential curve of the presumed slaughter of the cabinet. Disney to sue First Minister at refusal to let his children watch Jungle Book, said Channel 5. Britney's underwear in new love triangle, said Sky News.
For a few hours only, the media were more interested in the death of the very minor celebrities of the cabinet, than they were in JLM and Hookergate or Disneygate or World Cup 2014gate. By the following morning, the disappearance of McLaven and Stratton would not be front page in many of the newspapers, but they dominated the television for a few hours.

Barney was back in the very comfortable cell of his room, watching the television reaction to the latest news, when there was a knock at the door. Much as there was every night. It seemed to Barney like he was the new thing in town. What are you doing tonight? I'm going to see the freak, Barney Thomson. He didn't immediately leap up, only vaguely interested in who it might be. Some other messenger of his past, more than likely, with another explanation as to who he was and where he'd come from. Actually son, you came up the Clyde on a banana boat. As a matter of fact, you're a holographic image. It's a wonder what the people at Lego are doing these days. Apparently they made you out of bits of body that other people didn't need. You're a low-cal, decaffeinated zombie, fully back to life but with none of the slime.

He wearily walked to the door, sort of hoping that it would be Alison Blake returned to quash the rumours of her indifference. It would give him something to do, if nothing else.

Solomon and Kent were waiting outside, hanging around like a couple of blokes who didn't know what to do with themselves, looking up and down the corridor.

'Solomon and Kent,' said Solomon.

'I remember,' said Barney. 'I only saw you this morning. I thought you were going to give me a few days?'

'That was before the roof caved in,' said Solomon.

Barney nodded. True enough. There'd been a one hundred percent increase in the death rate. If it continued at this pace they'd all be gone by the day after tomorrow. And where would the country be then? Well, actually...

He stood back and ushered them in, nodding at Sergeant Kent as they passed.

'By the way,' said Solomon, 'who did you tell people we were? They're looking at us like we're cowboys.'

'Jehovahs,' said Barney, closing the door.

'Jesus Christ,' said Solomon. 'Couldn't you have said we were serial killers?'

Barney walked over to the drinks cabinet. Cracked open a Bud, turned to the others.

'Get you anything?'

Kent shook his head.

'You got any unblended malt in that thing?' said Solomon, expecting the answer no.

'Seven different types,' said Barney.

Of course there are, stupid, thought Solomon. This is where the taxpayer's money is going to, after all.

'I'll take a Glen Ord if you've got it,' he said.

Barney checked, nodded, cracked open the small bottle of Glen Ord, poured it and passed over the glass.

'What's the big secret with you guy's being police?' asked Barney. 'Four cabinet ministers have disappeared. The place is swarming with you lot.'

'Not us,' said Kent.

'Did I say you could speak?' said Solomon, going straight into his Bill & Ben routine with Kent. 'Look, this whole thing with you, nobody on the force actually knows about. We're investigating the murder of Veronica Walters. That's our thing. The boss just thought that since you were on the inside, you might be able to make a few enquiries. So, we're kind of a liaison. We're not technically involved in the cabinet murder investigation. We have access to what they know through the boss; we'll pass on to him anything that you can come up with.'

'The left hand doesn't know what the right is doing?' said Barney, settling back in his comfy chair.

'Yeah, but the dick knows everything,' said Solomon, 'and that's what matters.'

Barney smiled.

'Never let it be said that a man's brains aren't in his dick,' said Kent.

'Shurrup,' said Solomon.

'All right,' said Barney, 'what d'you want me to do? Seriously. I'm just a guy. I'm not a detective, I can't manipulate people, I'm not particularly adept at the deductive process. With the exception of Longfellow-Moses I don't know anyone in the cabinet. I may be on the inside, but I'm probably on the inside of the wrong box.'

Kent started to say something, but was silenced by a raised hand from his superior, so he slumped down onto the sofa that Barney's women usually sat in, plonked his feet on the coffee table and shoved his hands in his pockets. Puffed his cheeks out so that he looked like a baboon and let out a long whistle of air.

Solomon watched the display with contempt, took a swift wee shot of Glen Ord, then turned to Barney.

'We're at a loose end here. There's four of these comedians gone missing and we've no idea. Now security's been stepped up in the last day, pretty tight in the parliament buildings. I'm not saying that no one could get in, but whatever was done to McLaven and Stratton was more than likely committed by someone who works in the building. Which begins to narrow it down, because the two we had before today went missing outside the building. So, you following me?'

'Like a dog,' said Barney.

'Good,' said Solomon. 'We've got one thousand, three hundred and twenty-three people working in the complex who aren't dead yet. We have to work on the assumption, until something better comes along, that it's one of them who's committing the murders. Right, where do we go from there? Why would anyone want all the members of the cabinet dead?'

'Apart from the obvious,' chipped in Kent.

'Ignore the monkey,' said Solomon, 'because even the obvious doesn't apply. The First Minister has totally removed power from his ministers. They've maybe still got one Hell of a lot of paper to push around, but when it comes to real responsibility and power in the decision making process, zip! Why should anyone have a grudge against any of them, when none of them have made a decision in the past year?'

'Very good,' said Barney. 'So what, you've also eliminated everybody in the building from your investigation?'

'What would Sherlock Homes say now?' wisecracked Kent.

'Ignoring the sideshow,' said Solomon, 'the logical conclusion is that it's someone, or a group, who have direct dealings with the cabinet. The people in each of the government departments don't really have too much business with the cabinet, except through their minister. So, to cut the crap, we're looking at a member of the cabinet itself, someone from the First Minister's office who has regular dealings with the cabinet, or one of the civil servants who has to deal with the cabinet. Sound good?'

'Sure,' said Barney. 'Have to start somewhere.'

'Exactamundo,' said Solomon. 'So, we realise you don't have access to all those groups. But what we're asking you to do is to integrate into the group you're already in. The First Minister's men and women.'

'I've already shagged one of them,' said Barney. Boys will be boys.

'Hey,' said Kent. 'Excellent.'

'Yeah,' said Solomon, 'very good. Find out as much as you can, find out what they know, if any of them have dealings with any of the other two groups. Most of all, find out about Weirdlove, 'cause if ever there was a sinister motherfuck on this planet, that guy is it.'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'You must've seen him this morning as you left.'

Solomon shook his head. Kent gave Barney one of those suspicious little looks that he threw his way every now and again.

'Nope,' said Solomon. 'Why'd you say that?'

Barney shook his head. Because I was presuming he came in as you two left, he thought, but didn't say. Perhaps Weirdlove had ghosted in through the closed door. Perhaps he'd been in the room all along.

'Doesn't matter,' said Barney. 'Look, I'll see what I can find out. What d'you want me to do? How should I contact you?'

Solomon reached inside his coat pocket and produced a small red flag on a small brown pole. Kent rolled his eyes and hurrumphed.

'When you think you've got something for us, doesn't matter how insignificant it seems, stick this in the window of your room. We'll get in touch.'

'You're kidding me?' said Barney.

'He likes to pretend,' said Kent, getting to his feet, 'that his life is a movie. All undercover trickery and car chases.'

'Can it, Kent,' barked Solomon. 'You got anything to tell us, Barn, you put this in your window. You got that?'

'Whatever you say,' said Barney, and he saluted.

'Right,' said Solomon. 'We're out of here. Come on, Superman.'

Kent made a face at Solomon's back and followed his leader to the door. As he passed Barney he put his hand on his shoulder, squeezed, and said, 'Well done on shagging the vicar, mate. Excellent.'

And they left.

When the door was closed, Barney turned round quickly, wondering if Parker Weirdlove was going to be standing inside again, as he had been before. Not this time, and Barney slumped back down into his seat.

'How did they know I slept with the vicar?' he muttered to the room.

Give It Up For The Rubettes!

––––––––
It was half-time at the '70s retro show at the Royal Concert Hall in Glasgow and the appropriate generation had packed out the auditorium to watch the usual remnants of one of the century's darker decades of musical output. Of the eleven acts on the bill, there were at least two versions of the Bay City Rollers, an octogenarian line-up for Mud, featuring none of the original band members, Alvin Stardust and his 300lb codpiece, and a varied selection of has-beens, never-weres and be-glittered psychopaths whose egos had remained trapped on Top of The Pops for close on thirty years. It was, to be fair to the lads Fat Bastards, an appalling show. And the audience was fifty-three per cent larger than for the previous night's performance from Scottish Opera.
In the middle of the back row, as inconspicuous as a person who was on Reporting Scotland every other night could be, was Winona Wanderlip, decked out in an enormous Rubettes hat, which she'd possessed since she was ten and had grooved along to Juke Box Jive. Along with an absurdly enormous pair of dark glasses, of the variety sported by Peters out of Peters and Lee, it made her blend in with the seventies crowd, so that no heads were turned in her direction.

The man sitting next to her was dressed in a suit and tie, much as he always was. He stood out a mile, but still no one paid him any attention. Something about him made people not want to be caught looking at him.

'It's got to be one of the cabinet,' said Wanderlip. 'Seriously, who else is interested? I don't even see JLM having anything to do with it. He just ignores us all anyway, so why bother killing us off?'

'Quash the rebellion,' said Parker Weirdlove. 'It's good dictator skills. The slightest hint of trouble, and you ditch the ringleaders. Melanie was getting arsey; you said yourself that Peggy came out of your illicit cabinet meeting prepped to make a challenge; Nelly was, well, Nelly.'

'And Wally?' said Wanderlip, giving him a sideways glance.

'Exception to prove the rule,' said Weirdlove. 'I don't know.'

'You know something you're not telling me?' asked Wanderlip.

'Not at all,' he said. 'If JLM wanted rid of people he could just sack them. You're a bit of an exception, because you're this thing in the press. But the others; Jesus, you can tell what it's like. There're four of them dead or missing, and apparently there's only one paper leading with it tomorrow. No one cares.'

'So who then?' asked Wanderlip.

'It's impossible, Winnie,' said Weirdlove. 'Impossible to say. Maybe Eaglehawk. Took out Honeyfoot to get promoted, then he takes out a few others just to make it look like there's a serial killer after you all. Who knows? I'd just watch your back, given what's happened to your colleagues.'

'Thanks,' she said. 'I needed those comforting words.'

'I'm just saying, that's all,' he said, raising a defensive hand.

Wanderlip looked around the crowd, bathed in interval light. Was the killer here, in amongst the crowd? Had she been followed from Edinburgh, and at some stage of the second half, while the audience danced to Middle of the Road, would a silent bullet come whizzing her way?

She stared at a man who looked uncomfortable in his tartan flares and tartan denim jacket and wondered if he could be the hit-man sent to blend in and get her. Or then again, maybe he was just a poor sap who'd been feeling like a complete idiot since his wife had made him get dressed in his retro-gear.

You could just never tell. It could be anyone. It could be Parker Weirdlove.

Winona Wanderlip shivered and turned to listen to Weirdlove, as he started to tell the story of the future of Scotland in space.

*** 

Late in the evening, Alison Blake lay back, her head resting on her right hand, her right hand resting on her pillow. She had just extinguished her post-sex cigarette, exhaled the last lungful of smoke through circled lips. She had the warm, luxuriously relaxed and contented feeling about her body that comes with post-sex cigarettes and occasionally even comes with sex.

Today had been the usual dismal run with JLM, getting to spiritually advise him for three minutes, knowing that every word she spoke was either going straight over his head, or not even reaching his head in the first place.

She ran a contemplative hand through the hair of the man lying flat out next to her; the only man who she could call regular in her wide ranging pantheon of sleeping partners.

'That was heavenly,' she said, although it hadn't been. It'd been all right really, or could do better, or one day you might get the hang of it, but I'm not holding me breath.

The man stirred but said nothing. His hand moved under the covers and touched the bare skin of her stomach, gave her a wee affectionate squeeze, and was then withdrawn back to the safety of his side of the bed.

'No problem, baby,' he said eventually. 'Like strawberry blancmange.'

*** 

Conrad Vogts also had an interesting evening. Sitting up until quarter to midnight, playing cards with James Eaglehawk and wiping him out for several hundred Euros, whilst having a long and involved chat about the possibility of Scotland's entry into the Eurozone, without the barbed interjections of Parker Weirdlove. (Vogts had also wanted to have a long and involved chat about Scotland's entry to the Eurovision Song Contest, but Eaglehawk hadn't been so concerned about that.) Vogts recognised JLM for what he was; all show, all PR, all political ambition. Eaglehawk was shrewd however, an operator prepared to bide his time, a man who would not be seen to make mistakes. There were few in the voting public who would buy a used car off him, but then only because there are a million people selling used cars. If you needed a used car, and there was only one person selling them, you wouldn't really have any option.

So, after several hours of gin rummy, a few beers and a couple of fish suppers, Conrad Vogts and James Eaglehawk had reached something of an understanding about the future of the Scottish Executive, and about the future of Scotland itself.

They had also reached an understanding on the future of Jesse Longfellow-Moses, and about the number of his days.

Preparing For War And The Illumination Of The Masses

––––––––
The unnatural heatwave continued into the following morning, Edinburgh and the rest of Scotland, waking to the seventh balmy day in a row. The newspapers were full of pictures of kids with ice cream all over their faces, near naked shots of gorgeous bits of tottie prepared to peddle their dignity for a few moments in the sun, and the usual talk of global warming and water shortages. The odd unscrupulous editor pulled library photos or articles that they'd used the last time there was hot weather for more than a day and a half.
So interested were the papers in the weather, that it had become something else to keep the cabinet murders off the front pages. Not that they didn't make the most of it on the insides: Two More Gone, As Nation Rejoices, The Scotsman; Four Down, Six Of The Bastards To Go, The Herald; McLaven Falls Faster Than He Used To In The Box, The Celtic View; The Nebby Wee Cow Didn't Deserve To Die But Who Cares?, The Daily Record; Wanderlip & Spiderman The Only Two Left With Breasts (Or Balls) In The Cabinet, The Sun; North East Man Grows Potatoes, The Aberdeen Press & Journal. The story German Flies In On Secret Mission To Align Independent Scots To Euro, was buried on page 56 of the Financial Times. No one noticed.

For this seventh day of hot weather, JLM finally decided he would like something a little seasonal to be going on with, so had asked for a Paul Newman Long Hot Summer. For the first time in ten different hair styles, it was actually going to involve Barney in removing some hair.

Which was what he was doing, as he went through the normal morning rigmarole of Parker Weirdlove outlining to his boss the day ahead, JLM cussing and muttering about what a waste of time it all was, and of The Amazing Mr X, standing very still, listening for the slightest sound that might herald an assassination attempt and warrant the use of the self-loading, hand-held bazooka which he had started carrying around with him.

'Look,' said JLM, suddenly, butting into Weirdlove's outline, bringing a well-practised death-ray look from his sidekick, 'I'm really not interested in all the press stuff and this bloody annoying appearance in parliament. I mean, really, the cabinet don't bloody do anything. It hardly makes any difference that they keep dying. Government in crisis, my arse. The fewer of them there are, the better we'll all get on. Can't argue with that, can you, Barn?'

Barney nodded.

'Absolutely, sir,' he said, drawing another scorcher from Weirdlove.

'No, we need big stuff,' said JLM. 'You manage to rearrange that thing with the Canadians we had to cancel because of Stratton and that absurd business with her blood?'

'Had to put it off until next Monday, I'm afraid,' said Weirdlove, to the accompanying groan. 'We'll fit it in between your appearance on Celebrity Who Wants To be A Millionaire and your appearance before the Parliamentary Committee on Misappropriation of Public Funds.'

'Christ!' said JLM, turning round, catching Barney unaware this time, and getting a good old slice of the hair on the back of his head removed. 'I'm appearing on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?'

'Well,' said Weirdlove, 'it's only the Scottish version. It's hosted by Craig Brown, and they're dubbing it Who Wants To Be An Underachiever?'

'Still,' said JLM, 'TV is TV. Mustn't forget that. What was that other thing you mentioned?'

'Not important,' said Weirdlove. 'And I've got some initial costings for you on the whole space thing.'

JLM nodded, as Barney went about repairing his shattered work of the last few days. The Paul Newman Long Hot Summer was about to turn into a Bruce Willis Any Movie In Which He's Got A Baldy Napper.

'Yes,' said JLM, 'space. I've been thinking about that, and you know, perhaps it might be a little extravagant. What d'you think?'

'Indeed, sir,' said Weirdlove, 'I believe the voting public might prefer it if you concentrated on the health service and transport for a while.'

'God, Parker, bugger them!' he said. 'We have to think big picture here. Big Picture! I was just thinking, that once we go UDI, the bloody English might pop their heads above the parapet and think about sending troops or something. What d'you think? So I thought maybe we should have some bollocking good defences established, and a few tricks up our sleeve, if you know what I'm saying. Lots of troops, heavy fighting equipment, a bit of a navy and an air force, then bollocks to the bloody English. We'd be in the whole Taiwan situation. Maybe they'd be able to beat us, but it would take them so long and they'd get such a bloody nose out of it, they'd know better than to try. Once we've got our independence, well, we can start to be a bit of a player on the world stage. Send our boys on peacekeeping missions to Africa and the like. That'd be champion, eh?'

Weirdlove couldn't think of an immediate reply. Sometimes, despite everything, JLM still left him speechless.

'And, well, with all that kind of thing, that kind of input to the world stage, all the pomp and all that, we might be able to supplant the bastarding English on the permanent council at the UN. What d'you think? We in with a shout?'

Weirdlove still did not reply.

'Barn?' said JLM, looking for a response from someone.

'Lovely idea,' said Barney. 'You yourself might even manage to become the first head of government to become UN Secretary General whilst still in power.'

Weirdlove rolled his eyes.

'Jesus, Barn!' said JLM, 'that's bloody brilliant. Does the UN constitution allow that? Whatever, anyway, champion. Parker, here's what I want you to do. I need proposals for creating our own armed forces. When we split away from the bastards down south, we'll get a percentage of the existing military, but we need a good solid infrastructure before then. I need figures, and I want a judicious balance between land, sea and air. We need to think about options to get us the finance. I'm talking, just off the top of my head here, privatising the entire health service and introducing health insurance, handing roads over to industry and letting them put tolls on every motorway, A and B road. I'm talking privatising education, letting the people pay for their children's schooling right from the off. I genuinely think they might like that, more of an input and everything, you know?'

He paused while he wondered if there was any other way in which he could help the people of Scotland by absolutely shagging them.

'There must be no end of different ways we could hand control of the country back to the people, don't you think? I'm sure we could persuade them of the need for this, particularly if we invoke the threat of an invasion from the English.'

'For example,' said Weirdlove, 'I expect you could persuade the civil service to pay the government for the privilege of working for us.'

'You know, Parker,' said JLM, 'I think that might well be the case.'

JLM lapsed into silence, while he considered the glory of his plans. Yet to notice that Barney was giving him a slightly downgraded haircut on the one he'd asked for. Weirdlove looked through his notes to see if there was anything else he could tell the boss which was liable to scupper the smooth running of the day. But given that he was able to bluster his way through any question about murder, Hookergate, fraud, or any other business, it didn't seem to matter.

'And I was thinking,' said JLM, as Weirdlove folded the clipboard under his arm, and waited with a patient smile, 'I was reading Linklater in Scotland on Sunday at the weekend. A good article about the Second Enlightenment. I think we should aim for that, don't you? Scotland should be this place where big ideas are born. We should be enlightened and erudite as a nation. I was thinking of founding a kind of Longfellow-Moses trust, you know, establishing a series of centres around the country, where the intellectuals of the day could meet and debate the ideas that I was handing down from above for the advancement of society. The Jesse Longfellow-Moses Enlightenment Forum, I thought we could call it. How's that sound?'

Weirdlove didn't answer.

'Barn?' said JLM.

'Champion,' said Barney.

The Amazing Mr X stared out of the window and thought about Tom & Jerry.

JLM finally noticed his hair, looking quizzically in the mirror.

'Is that what Paul Newman looked like in Long Hot Summer?' he asked.

Barney stood back and observed the symmetrical beauty of JLM's US Marine haircut.

'Near as dammit,' he replied. 'Near as dammit.'

God Is Not A Man, That He Should Lie

––––––––
Once JLM had marched from his office with his brief for the day and a spanking new and very short haircut – 'I love it! I love it!' Veron Veron had cried – Barney returned to the midst of the others. The two doctors worrying away at their laptops; Veron busying himself at his dummy, this time creating an elegant, but unnecessarily elaborate thing for JLM's meeting with a Thai prince that had been pencilled in for three weeks hence, (but which was destined never to happen); Father Michael absorbed in whatever hidden messages he was divining from the sermon on the mount; and Alison Blake buried in her Bible, and now avoiding Barney like he was, well, a religious freak or something.
Barney had two pieces of mail, which was unexpected. One internal, one external. He made himself a cup of tea, sat down in the large comfy seat next to Blake, said 'Morning,' with a smile, and got a nodded grunt of a reply, and opened the first of the two letters.

It was from a woman in Aberdeen, who had given him her home phone number, her cell phone number, her business phone number, her e-mail address, her business e-mail, business fax, business cell phone, home and business addresses, car registration number, date of birth, chest measurement and what size of big pants she wore. It read:

Dear Mr Thomson,

I've noticed in the last couple of days how wonderful the First Minister is looking. What with his new hair, I suddenly realise that he's been telling the truth all this time and that his policies are brilliant and the right thing for Scotland.

You are a God. Will you marry me? I'm not a great catch, but I make a lovely pie and my personal hygiene is mostly impeccable.

Please contact me. And please don't think I'm desperate, but I'd really like to start a family, and my husband's not interested.

Yours, hopefully,

Lillian K McEwan

Barney read it a couple of times, wondered if he should give it to security or something, then slipped it into his pocket and thought he might show it to Blackadder later to get a psychiatric profile of the woman.

The second letter had come through internal post, and was only marked up with his name, which had been typed in Garamond. He opened it, unfolded the letter. It read:

You've had contact with the police. Meet me at 10am in conference room 3c, Queensberry House.

Barney read it again, four times. He looked at the clock. A little after nine. He glanced around the room to see if anyone was staring at him. Was it one of these comedians? Unlikely. But who had heard that he'd had dealings with the police? Was it an open secret? Did everybody know details of every single visitor he had in his room? Oh aye, Barney had the police round last night, and he knobbed the vicar the night before; he's also had Blackadder round there, but he didn't sleep with her, and the invisible man's been in there as well for a haircut, but of course, no one saw him...

He folded the paper into his pocket, looked up again quickly to see if he could catch anyone staring at him, didn't, then sat back and sipped on a contemplative cup of tea. Wasn't due to administer to JLM's hair until almost eleven, although there was now absolutely nothing that could be done with it. It was just too plain short for mousse. In fact, Reporting Scotland would lead at lunchtime with The Latest Disappearance From the Cabinet: JLM's Hair.

Barney closed his eyes, relaxed and gave up thinking about whom it was he was going to meet and how they knew he was the Fed's man on the inside.

*** 

Barney left JLM's office at 9:45. Didn't make any excuses, on the basis that that was only more likely to draw attention to himself. Managed to not even glance over his shoulder as he went.

Took about ten minutes to find 3c, wondering all sorts of things as he went. Was he about to get murdered? Or was it a joke that they played on all the new boys, and he was about to walk into the middle of a meeting of some select committee and make a total idiot of himself?

The cupboard was bare when he arrived. A tiny little room, a small table with a few chairs. A whiteboard on one wall, so that all the consultants who came in could write their drivel, and three windows looking out at the sky, which today was a warm and hazy pale blue.

Barney stood at the window looking down at the Canongate, and across the city at the grand architecture and columns and buildings, old and new. Edinburgh kicked Glasgow's arse, and there was just nothing Glasgow could do about it. But he had Glasgow in him, and whatever had happened to him two and a half years ago, whichever of the three stories were true, it was still there.

So lost was he in his contemplation of the city, that he hadn't even noticed that it was almost quarter past ten by the time the door opened. He turned, hands in pockets, sucked from his reverie.

Father Michael closed the door, stood still, nervous, edgy. It was the first time that Barney had looked into his eyes, and he could tell all manner of things were going on in there. And strangely it relaxed him, made him realise that he was the confident one in the room. He was in charge. All things are relative, all self-confidence measured against those with whom one is dealing. Barney's self-confidence was so much greater than before in any case, and this was not someone to instil doubt within him.

'Father,' said Barney.

'Mr Thomson,' said the priest, and his voice was small and thin, and Barney wondered how he ever managed to project himself from a pulpit.

'What can I do for you?' said Barney.

'You've been speaking to the police,' said Michael, words very quick, very quiet, almost as if he didn't want Barney to know he'd spoken them.

'I've been speaking to a lot of people,' said Barney. Obvious, already, that he was spending a lot of time around politicians.

Michael stared at Barney, deep into the eyes, trying to work him out. There was nothing there for him to latch on to, however. But then, it had always been one of Michael's problems. He couldn't read people, he couldn't get inside their hearts or their minds.

'I've got my suspicions,' said Michael. Still tentative.

'Oh, aye,' said Barney. 'What are you suspicious about, exactly?'

'These murders,' said Michael quickly. 'The Cabinet.'

Barney folded his arms across his chest.

'Go on,' he said.

'No proof,' he said. 'You'll really have to find that yourself. Or maybe the police,' he added. 'Maybe the police could try and find the proof, if you tell them what I'm thinking.'

'Why don't you tell them?' said Barney.

Michael swallowed. Glanced nervously over his shoulder at the closed door, six inches behind him.

'I'm too unsure,' he said. 'You're their man on the inside. I thought perhaps you could do a bit of prying, investigating. Try and discover something more concrete before speaking to them. I don't know,' he concluded, to reaffirm the complete lack of confidence he had in what he was saying.

Barney studied Michael's face, his eyes, the lines at the corners of his mouth. Was he always lacking in confidence or was it because he had no conviction about the lies he was spouting?

'I'm listening,' said Barney sternly, making no effort to put the man at ease.

'Dr Blackadder,' said the priest quickly, again almost as if he didn't want Barney to have understood what he said.

'What about her?' retorted Barney.

Another messenger of God was about to dump on the only person he had felt able to trust since he'd got here.

'I know how she seems,' said Michael. 'I know how she comes across. Very caring, very concerned and involved. But I've been watching her for months now, I've been waiting for something to happen.'

'Why didn't you tell someone?' said Barney.

'You mean the First Minister?' said Michael, quickly.

'Or Weirdlove,' replied Barney.

'No,' said Michael, shaking his head. 'No. You can't trust Weirdlove. Don't ever trust him.'

He looked earnestly at Barney, pondering his next words.

'And the First Minister,' he said, uncertainly. 'You can't talk to him about her. I don't know what it is, but she's got something on him. Something in their past. He'll never get rid of her. He can't.'

'And?' said Barney, not giving him any space, not letting up. 'What has that got to do with the Cabinet?'

'Whatever it is, this thing, this thing in their past,' said Michael, the words clumsy and forced, 'she's doing something. Acting on his behalf, maybe. I don't know.'

'She herself has killed the four of them, is that what you're saying?' said Barney.

'No!' said Michael, horrified at being pinned down, 'no. I don't think so. She's got a lot of friends in different places. Maybe she is doing something, I don't know. Maybe she's got nothing to do with it, I just know what she's like, I know there's this thing between them.'

The words finished tumbling from his mouth. Barney leant back against the window ledge, felt the warmth of the sun on his back.

'So, he said, 'there's a thing between them. Something that has possibly led to something else, involving something or other, all tied up with something from some time in their past. You're losing the credulity of your audience here.'

Michael closed his eyes, breathed deeply. No wonder he had made a lousy parish priest; no wonder he could never persuade anyone of the veracity of God's word. He looked at Barney.

'I know how it sounds,' he said.

'Then you'll know why I'm sceptical,' said Barney.

Michael swallowed and rubbed his hand across his chin. Hadn't shaved that morning and he felt the sharp edge of his bristles. Barney watched his hands, the nervous movement of his fingers. Was he doubting him because he didn't want to believe him? The same way he had doubted the Rev Blake? He liked Blackadder. It felt good being around her, he enjoyed her company, he wanted to see her after hours. The thing with Blake, well that had just been what it was and nothing more. He had something with Blackadder, a connection that nothing from his slowly returning memory suggested he had ever had in the past.

So, was he doomed to doubt every word he heard spoken against her? And would he go on doubting it right up until the point where he was added to her victims?

'I'd better go,' said Michael, suddenly, the words a rush.

And before Barney could question him any further, he had opened the door, checked the corridor, and was gone.

The door closed with a click, and Barney was left alone with the heat of the sun, in a small musty conference room. The blank whiteboard stared down at him from the wall. He turned and looked out at the day, could smell the warmth from outside. Closed his eyes and was transported to the Campsie Fells above Glasgow, where on days like this his father would've taken him and his brother. Back when he was young, very, very young. His family came back to him, his first thoughts of them, apart from his mother's killer instincts, since he had awoken.

He felt the weight of loss upon his chest, brought on by the smell of a warm morning in September. He turned away from Edinburgh, walked round the small table, out of the conference room and back into the troubled times of the Scottish parliament.

Plank

––––––––
The parliament was in full session. Jesse Longfellow-Moses was open for emergency questions.
The parliament only sat on two days, Wednesday and Thursday, with First Minister's questions on the Thursday afternoon. However, with the unexpected events surrounding the government, the opposition had managed to bring forward questions by a day, hoping to catch him off guard. And, knowing that they were actually unlikely to catch him with his pants down over the cabinet murders, they had decided to throw a few other unexpected fast balls his way. They didn't have to be big issues, their badly advised thinking had been, they just had to catch him unawares to make him look stupid.

They were going out live on the BBC, and so the place had jerked into what passed for life, as it usually did once a week. Open house on the First Minister, the chance to get their muzzles on the gogglebox, and every member was in place at their little stations, Sunday best and a quick brush with whitening toothpaste before appearing.

'And furthermore,' said the leader of the opposition, a spineless little plank who was leading his party into the kind of oblivion that the Conservatives had successfully aspired to in Scotland, 'findings from a study at the University of Dundee have revealed that up to five species of insect and spider, indigenous only to Scotland, are becoming extinct every year. In the light of these shocking findings, can the First Minister put our minds at ease about the Executive's commitment to green issues, the environment, the greater Scottish ecosystem and the ecology of the planet?'

There were one or two mutterings in agreement from around the chamber. A few silent groans of disgust. Winona Wanderlip slumped deeper into her seat, fingers tapping dully on the desk in front of her.

Fucking Hell, she thought. If only I was leader of the opposition. There are a queue of things with which to absolutely rip the pish out of the man, any one of which would have most politicians slavering over their breakfast, and this idiot asks what he's doing to protect bugs. In one question she could belittle Longfellow-Moses in front of the country. She could be Ed Murrow; she could be Denis Healey sending Geoffrey Howe packing. She could be the one to make the man crumble before the nation. But she was stuck in the Labour Party, and even the slightest hint of rebellion would get too many backs up. No one likes unrest. No one likes a troublemaker.

JLM rose to his feet, looking smugly through the set of dry answers that the civil service had prepared for him. None of them related to the bug question, because no one on the planet had expected a bug question. But then, that was because no politician worth his salt on the planet would be so stupid as to ask a question about bugs.

'Perhaps my learned friend,' JLM began, a cheeky smile on his face, the one he'd borrowed from Wally McLaven and would now no longer have to return, 'thinks there are not enough insects in Scotland in the summer.'

There was a ripple of laughter around the auditorium. The leader of the opposition shook his head and tried to appear aloof.

'Is it,' continued JLM, 'that he would like a large percentage increase in the amount of bites on the arse that the average holidaymaker gets in the Highlands in August?'

There were guffaws, as well as a few frowns at the use of language.

'I agree,' said JLM, after casting a superior smile around the audience, 'totally. We could pass it on to Visit Scotland. Here's a wee catchphrase. Want To Be Pustulant, Suppurating and Vile? Come To Scotland and Visit Argyll.'

Uproar. Parliaments are generally fairly soft audiences for the comedian; like churches and doctors' surgeries, people aren't really expecting a laugh, so even the slightest thing gets them going. When the experienced politician decides to go for it, the crowd are putty in his hands.

'We could do scratch 'n sniff weekends,' he said, in that mock serious manner beloved by the politician who fancies himself as Billy Connolly. 'Spend an hour naked in a field on Skye in July, then spend the remainder of your holiday feverishly clawing at your body, until you've surgically removed all the bites, but also have no skin left.'

Not so many laughs this time, and the experienced house speaker in him knew that he had passed his peak. Time to finish off the stupid little eejit.

He waited for the noise to abate. He looked around the sea of expectant faces. The sun smiled vigorously on him through the huge windows which dominated the upper walls of the debating chamber. He lifted the papers so that they would be the stick with which he would beat his opponent. They all knew what was coming; some of them held their breath. The leader of the opposition thought, here we go, but cursed the advisor who had persuaded him to ask the question. 'Show that he's not in touch with the bread and butter issues of life in Scotland,' that had been the thinking. Genius.

'This is a great nation,' said JLM, sombrely. 'We have been great in the past, and we will be so again. The Second Enlightenment is coming, sponsored by this government, this Executive. My colleague, Malcolm Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm, issued a precise and far-reaching paper outlining the future of the Health Service in Scotland only two days ago. The integrated transport policy is coming together.'

He took a statesmanlike pause. Jesus, thought Wanderlip, you're not all going to let him away with this, are you? Someone have the balls to say something! The paper on the Health Service was nothing more than rehashed ideas. No new money, no new thinking. A disaster! There was no integrated transport policy, unless you called collectively ignoring all the problems at the same time, integrated. How could they all just sit here?

'No one is saying that the environment is unimportant,' he continued. 'This government is fully committed to that end. Recycling bins up 5% in the last two years. Legislation forcing industry to explain why they're dumping toxic waste...'

'But it doesn't actually stop them dumping it!' cried a brave little soul from the back. Good for you, thought Wanderlip, at the young woman's voice. At least two of us have testicles in this place.

JLM laughed in the slightly arrogant way that he somehow managed to get away with.

'There will always be arguments from the small-minded about technicalities,' he said, throwing the line away, along with the comment. 'As First Minister it is my position to see the bigger picture. It is my place, my curse, my bane, my affliction, to stand at the window of Scotland's predestination, looking out over the landscape of our heritage and how it leads us onto the promise of our destiny.'

'What the fuck...' muttered Wanderlip, and one or two others, as JLM got carried away.

'Four of my cabinet have likely been murdered in the past few days,' said JLM. 'These are dark times. But yes, I will rise above them, I will lead Scotland onto new glories, a new place on the world stage. We must concentrate for the moment on filling these cabinet positions from within the wonderful ranks of MSPs I see sitting here before me today. '

Another pause while he let the compliment sink in.

'This nation can be great again, and will be great again. This government has grand ideals, a grand vision, and we will realise that vision. This will be the legacy of my administration. This will be the empire on which the purport of our inheritance will be weighed.'

Oh, for crying out loud, thought Wanderlip. Any bloody excuse and he's off on a screaming tangent.

'We will rise and conquer!' exclaimed JLM, coming to the conclusion of his tour de ridicule. 'Scotland! Scotland! We will be kings!'

Some idiot couldn't stop himself applauding, and then the next thing anyone knew, there was a tumult of cheering at their great leader's grand vision.

'Fuck's sake,' muttered the leader of the opposition beneath the noise, 'I only asked him a fucking question about beetles.'

*** 

Kathy Spiderman left First Minister's questions early. Not because she thought it was the most ridiculous, over-the-top, absurdist nonsense that she'd heard JLM come out with in some months – although it was – but because she had been summoned by the same type of note that had earlier summoned Barney Thomson. And, in a strange coincidence, it had also summoned her to the same little conference room on the top floor of Queensberry House, with large windows and a lovely view out over the sun-roasted bottom end of the Royal Mile.

She opened the door to be greeted by the sight of someone leaning on the window ledge, one of the two windows opened wide, allowing in a gorgeous zephyr to douse the humidity.

'Awright?' said Spiderman. 'What's this?

The person at the window glanced round; although Spiderman had already recognised her from the rear view.

'Just catching the breeze.'

Spiderman stood by the door and looked out the window. What were any of them doing inside on a day like this? What was the point in any job when you couldn't just blow it off and make the most of the few glorious days that God gave you? It was one of the reasons why, despite the general appeal of power and the ability to control others' lives, Kathy Spiderman had already made the decision to stand down at the next parliament. Already kicking herself that she'd stood for re-election a year earlier, and hadn't opted out like the twenty-one others; the ones who'd realised that they were wasting their time.

She walked forward, took her place at the window, leant on the ledge and looked down. She could smell the warmth, and it took her to summer holidays when she was young, playing in the streets all day until her mum shouted for her when the sun was still low in the sky. Hopscotch and football and hide and seek and whatever was the big event at the time, whatever that summer demanded they imitate.

'It's beautiful,' she said, still curious as to why she'd been called up here, but this was better than having to listen to Jesse Longfellow-Moses give the parliament details of his latest vision.

'Yeah.'

She turned and looked at the person who had called her; faced flushed with the sun, as if she had been here a while, elbows on the ledge, holding a cup of water in both hands.

'You want a drink?' she asked.

Spiderman looked at the clean, clear liquid, imagined diving into it, submerging, becoming enrobed in still water, the cold touching her skin, removing the discomfort of the day.

'Aye,' she said, and the drink was put into her hands.

She didn't hesitate. Cup straight to her mouth, didn't see it coming. The poison was so fast-acting that she did not even have time to pass the drink back before it took effect. The cup slipped from her hands. She turned and stared, mouth open, gasping for clean air.

'Wh...' was forced from the back of her mouth, and then she slumped forward, so that her midriff was resting on the window ledge. Her weight nearly took her over, but after a wobble or two, she came to rest, arms dangling over the side, feet still on the floor.

The location of the axis made it easy for her feet to be lifted up. Spiderman's killer hesitated, enjoying the first moments of her death. A few seconds and she would splatter onto the Canongate. Let the Undertaker clear that one up.

The killer put her hand on Spiderman's belt. Then she heard a sudden swish of movement behind her. Started to turn, her hair catching the sunlight, like some shampoo ad überchick. Whomp! and she collapsed in a heap at the feet of Kathy Spiderman, bludgeoned crudely over the head with a heavy duty stapler. The weight of her, sliding down the inert legs, caused Spiderman's corpse to fall back into the room, tumbling over her killer's body, where it came to rest, their heads beside one another, so that it seemed that they were almost in intimate conversation.

Like Smith and Jones.

A Little Light Lunch Music

––––––––
Barney Thomson took a late lunch in the parliament restaurant, having given JLM's napper a final brush up and polish just before he'd departed for questions. So it was, that as JLM graced the chamber with his magnanimity and courage, Barney was beckoned from his solitary lunch of piquant of asparagus on a mutton of beef, with peaches en croute and the chef's delight of liquorice crème anglaise, blended delightfully with a spicy Argentinean red, mellow on the throat, but unnecessarily vulgar on the stomach and downright vicious on the bottom, with hints of berry fruits and non-biological warfare, to share lunch with the Three Musketeers, boldly going where no one had gone before to solve all of Scotland's fiscal difficulties.
It was Herr Vogts's doing, as he had really wanted to ask Barney a few questions about men's hairstyling. Weirdlove hadn't been too impressed, Eaglehawk only mildly curious.

Barney walked over in response to the beckoning finger, plate in one hand, savage glass of wine in the other, and took his place at the fourth seat. The others were sharing a bottle of a rumbustious German white, for use as an accompaniment to meat dishes, as a drink on its own, for mixing cement, or for a hundred other practical uses around the building site; and they were eating a variety of things off the chef's menu, which involved compotes and nages and God knows what else.

'You can be our D'Artagnan,' said Vogts, smiling.

Barney laughed.

Weirdlove thought the analogy stupid.

I want to be D'Artagnan, thought Eaglehawk.

'Well, I think I'm older than the three of you, but if that's how you want to think of me,' said Barney.

'You're only as old as the woman you feel, eh?' said Vogts laughing.

'Old ones are the best,' said Barney.

'Jokes are only as old as the woman who laughs at them,' said Eaglehawk, who would try and compete with Vogts's Groucho routine every now and again, but always ended up sounding like Zeppo. The poor bastard. No one laughed.

'You can take an idiot to water, but you can't make it think,' said Weirdlove caustically, and the other three gave him a quick glance and wondered at which of them the jibe had been aimed.

Weirdlove had known from the start of the day that there was something going on between Eaglehawk and Vogts. He had left them alone the night before, expecting that they would go their separate ways soon after, but it was immediately apparent to him that that had not been the case. He had consequently been suspicious all day.

'What did you do to Jesse's hair today, Barn?' said Eaglehawk, jokingly, deciding to ignore Weirdlove. 'He looked like a criminal.'

Barney shrugged. 'Inevitable,' he said. 'If the man's going to get his hair seen to eight times a day, and he's going to bob around like a ferret while he's in the chair, accidents are bound to happen.'

'And you can't say that the criminal look does not suit him,' said Vogts.

'I wouldn't speak those words too loudly, Herr Vogts,' said Weirdlove, lowering his voice.

Herr Vogts gave his new chum Eaglehawk a knowing smile and stuck a ravaged and toffee-ised carrot into his mouth.

'So,' said Barney, coming to the end of his meal, while just about coming to terms with the feral monstrosity of the wine, 'what can I help you with? Looking for some layman's input into your duplicitous shenanigans over the Euro, presuming you're all experts here?'

'Actually, I just wanted to ask you if you could give me a Gerd Müller, '74,' said Vogts.

For some reason that he could not explain, Barney knew exactly what a Gerd Müller '74 was going to look like. About to agree to it, when Weirdlove launched in.

'Yes, Mr Thomson,' he said, 'perhaps you could give us a layman's view of Scotland joining the Euro independent of Westminster. It'd be very interesting.'

'Well,' said Barney, after draining his glass, and giving it the required two seconds' thought, 'let me see...'

He looked round the table. No JLM here to offend. Didn't think it bothered him if he rubbed any of these men up the wrong way.

'Financially, it'll probably do you good. I say that from a position of complete ignorance, but trading wise, I can't see that it's a bad thing. From the public's point of view, you've got to get the press on your side, the tabloids as well as the business papers. Don't get the tabloids, then you're just going to get ridiculed. Having said all that, ethically and politically the way you're doing it is outrageous. A terrible affront to the voting public. Jesse is a mile up his own arse, not content with being principal politician in a pointless little country on the outskirts of Europe. But you three? I don't know what the story is with any of you.'

Vogts smiled ruefully. We've certainly all got our own reasons, he thought. Eaglehawk regarded Barney with suspicion, reading into his words the implication that he, he himself, James T Eaglehawk, was also up his own arse. Weirdlove gave Barney the sort of look he'd given him when he'd spoken to JLM in the same manner, destructo-rays pinging out across the table.

'Ah,' said a sweet voice behind Barney, 'a lovely little conspiracy of four, all men together.'

Barney turned, recognising the voice, smiled at her. Rebecca Blackadder, dressed in black, still wearing the unnecessarily cool spectacles that JLM demanded of her. Vogts smiled also, what with her being a beautiful woman 'n' all. Eaglehawk regarded her with the contempt in which he held most women with whom he wasn't having sex. Weirdlove breathed deeply. Didn't entirely trust Rebecca Blackadder, even if he sometimes manipulated her into doing his bidding.

'Sorting the world out,' said Vogts.

'I bet you are,' she replied. 'Well, you won't need Barney for that, will you?' And she looked expectantly round the others.

'True enough,' said Weirdlove, without tone, without humour, 'he's said quite enough. We should be getting on. Come on, gentlemen.'

He rose, turned and left without so much as another glance at the doctor. Eaglehawk nodded at Blackadder and Barney and followed Weirdlove from the restaurant.

'I'm only here to make sure Mr Weirdlove does not disappear up his own rectal passage,' said Vogts smiling, then with a nod and a wink, he too was gone.

'Don't mind if I sit down?' said Blackadder, after watching them leave the room.

'Sure,' said Barney. An absolute pleasure.

'What was that all about?' she asked, stirring her coffee.

'Nothing much,' said Barney. 'Just great men, doing great things.'

'In historical events,' said Blackadder, 'great men – so-called – are but labels serving to give a name to the event, and like labels they have the least possible connexion with the event itself.'

'Very good,' said Barney. 'Tolstoy?'

'Totally,' she said, taking a surreptitious sip of coffee.

'Very nice. You must ...'

There was a noise at the door, and they looked up to see three police officers standing in the entrance. Barney looked at Blackadder, caught the merest hint of worry before it was removed quickly from her face.

'Ladies and gentlemen,' said the plain clothes officer of the three, to the few who remained in the restaurant by this time, 'can I ask you all to please remain in your seats. There's been a reported incident in the building, and we need everyone to stay where they are for the time being. Someone will be along to speak to you soon. Thank you for your co-operation.'

A be-suited civil servant with a pole up his bottom rose from his seat to toddle off and protest about how busy he was, and couldn't he be an exception? Barney looked back at Blackadder, raised the merest hint of an eyebrow.

'Another minister, do we think?'

She nodded.

'Yeah,' she said, 'I was going to say. I heard someone mention it before I came in. Apparently Kathy Spiderman's been reported missing, although no one knows what's happened to her.'

'Oh,' said Barney. And he fiddled with his cutlery, scraping the last remnants of food from his plate. And you didn't think that another one of these clowns going missing was worthy of a mention? He looked up at her, to see what was going on inside the head, but the face was as inscrutable as ever. 'She was Justice, was she?'

'Yeah,' she said. 'Whatever that was supposed to mean.'

Barney nodded. How many left? How many more would die before he had actually discovered anything worthwhile for Solomon and Kent? But then, it wasn't his business. Why should he feel this weight of expectation?

'How many of them are left now?' he asked. 'Cabinet ministers?'

Blackadder stared at the ceiling, as if she had to think about it.

'Five,' she said, lowering her eyes, 'including JLM, of course. And assuming that Spiderman's really gone, and she's not just sitting in some cubicle somewhere crying because someone's hurt her feelings.'

'Right,' said Barney, trying to sound casual. Assuming that undercover detectives usually sound casual as they go about their business. 'Who're the other four?'

Blackadder gave a little knowing nod – Barney assumed, again, that it was the nod of someone who knew the person she was speaking to was in the employ of Federal agents – and started counting them off on her fingers.

The two uniformed police officers had taken up position at the door; the plain clothes character had gone off somewhere to beat someone up.

That's just an unfair generalisation.

'Benderhook,' she began, 'JLM's deputy. An all right kind of a guy if you want, say, a punchbag in your living room, or someone to rest your feet on while you're watching telly, but otherwise he's a complete woose.'

'A perfect politician.'

'Exactly. There's Trudger McIntyre, Environment & Rural Development. Just the most inept of men you could imagine. No idea about politics whatsoever. Only got the job because JLM shagged his wife once, McIntyre knows about it, and blackmailed himself into the post.'

'Fine behaviour,' said Barney.

'Totally. Malcolm Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm, Health. Bit of an idiot, but heart in the right place, all that stuff. Very interesting family history of mental problems, which he shows signs of inheriting, but I haven't spilled the beans on that one just yet.'

'Except to me.'

'I can trust you,' she said, and you know, thought Barney, there might just have been a wee bit of an edge to the voice. 'Which leaves Wanderlip, who's as much of a bane to JLM as anyone is going to be. Minister for everything else. Bit of a nippy sweetie.'

Barney nodded. Didn't know any of them, but then, why would he?

'Of course, there's the two who've just been promoted in because of the first two deaths, and then there'll be three more promoted in,' she said. 'And so it goes on.'

'Who'll be next?' said Barney suddenly. That was what really mattered now. That was what always mattered; whose neck was next in line?

'Could be any one of them,' said Blackadder, the shrug in the tone as much as her shoulders.

'You, em,' said Barney, unsure if he was getting into very obvious routine questioning territory, 'must have done profiles on all the victims for JLM.'

'Yeah,' she replied.

'Anything there to connect them?' he asked.

'What?' she replied. 'The Cabinet thing isn't enough? The fact that every few days they all used to sit down in the same room together isn't, like, a connection?'

'Well,' said Barney, a little on the defensive, 'you know, sometimes you draw obvious conclusions, and sometimes those obvious conclusions are wrong. That's all.'

Blackadder nodded, gave him an appreciative look.

'You're right,' she said. Then she paused, toyed with her spoon, ran her finger along the edge of her coffee cup, said, 'You seem interested. In these murders.'

Barney did the casual thing, which he almost had to a tee.

'Isn't everyone?' he said. 'The cabinet's getting murdered one by one. Jesus, it's huge!'

'And yet,' said Blackadder, 'no one in the country gives a shit.'

And that was about the size of it. Barney held her gaze for a minute, then looked away. Drifted lazily around the few groups who were now marooned in the restaurant. One or two in hushed conversation; a group of three men who were talking about the Rangers-Feyenoord game that night; a couple discussing whether Scotland were ever going to beat England at Twickenham again; four women debating the merits of vibrators with revolving peas inside them, you know the type. These were people who worked in the parliament and even they didn't care that another member of the senior-most committee in government had gone AWOL.

It seemed to make sense, suddenly. Whoever was carrying out these crimes wasn't doing it for political motive. Why bother? Why do something this bad, for this little effect? So, if it wasn't political, it was personal. A grudge. Maybe against the cabinet as a whole, or perhaps for every death, there was a different reason.

'Come to dinner with me tonight,' said Blackadder suddenly, breaking into his rare insight. 'I know a place, outside the city.'

Barney looked deep into the dark eyes. Go out of the city. That was a strange thought. Despite all the murder and chaos so close by, he felt strangely safe and protected in the city. But then, she was a psychologist. Maybe she knew; maybe that was why she wanted him to go with her for the evening.

'All right,' he said. Heart beating just a little bit faster at the thought of a night out with her alone. The added imperilment of uncertainty. 'That'll be nice.'

'Yeah,' she said, smiling wickedly, 'it will.'

And After All, What Is A Lie? 'Tis But The Truth In Masquerade

––––––––
JLM was staring intently into the mirror, regarding his hair with grave uncertainty. He was back in his office en suite; Weirdlove was not in attendance, still cosseted with Vogts and Eaglehawk; The Amazing Mr X was at his station by the window, B-52 at the ready; Barney was poised behind JLM, waiting with an almost total lack of enthusiasm for his boss's pronouncement.
'It's too short!' JLM ejaculated eventually. 'Too damn short, Barn!'

'That's 'cause you jumped about like a jack-in-the-box while I was cutting your hair this morning,' said Barney. 'If you're going to live by the sword,' he added, 'you're going to get a shite haircut.'

JLM hurrumphed. He was going to have to speak to the press, again, and for all the cabinet ministers that were dropping like flies, frankly he just knew they were going to ask him about his hair.

He looked at his watch, pursed his lips, shook his head. Another fifteen minutes and he was going to be out there, on the lawn at the side of the parliament, shirt sleeve weather, sun on his nearly bald head, overlooking Holyrood Palace, prepared with all manner of concerned statements about the quickly diminishing cabinet, and they were going to ask him what he was doing with his napper.

'Could you do me hair extensions or something?' he said, cocking his head to one side.

'You need hair to attach the extensions to,' said Barney glibly.

'Yeah, yeah, I suppose,' said JLM. 'What about implants then, you know like Elton John and all that mob?'

You'd look like a fucking idiot!!!! thought Barney.

'That'd be great,' said Barney. 'But we'd have to pluck hairs from your pubes to implant into your head, and it's not like you don't have hairs in your head. You just need to let them grow.'

'Pubes?' said JLM, frankly shocked.

'Yeah,' said Barney. 'That's why Elton John didn't mind. I mean, those kinds of guys pluck their pubes anyway, don't they?'

'Do they?' said JLM. He looked troubled, believing everything his barber told him, and looked away.

'Any other options?' he asked, after shivering through the thought of his pubic hairs being physically extracted.

Barney took a pace back and studied the hair again. Here we go, he thought, back in the old routine. Give the customer a bit of bullshit, spin the usual crap, get them to feel good about themselves.

'What about purple dye, or something?' said JLM.

'Look,' said Barney quickly, before JLM suggested a wig, spray paint or crayon, 'you hair's fine. It suits you. It's the whole Michael Stipe thing going on. The voters'll love it, the press'll think you're cool'

'You reckon?' said JLM, already buying into his new superstardom.

'Absolutely,' said Barney. 'You know, I wouldn't be surprised if you got asked to model some new suit or other on the Milan catwalks. You could be the face of Scottish Euro-chic with this haircut, you know what I'm saying? You'll be the toast of, I don't know,' hesitated Barney, momentarily running out of bullshit, 'Monte Carlo and all that mob. St Moritz.'

JLM looked critically at Barney in the mirror. Bloody rubbish, he thought, but when your ego is hungry, it'll pretty much eat any old gruel thrown its way.

'Sounds good,' said JLM suddenly. 'You know, you might be right. I like it.'

And he looked at his shit hair through new eyes.

'Really,' said Barney, 'the press are going to be more interested in the disappearance of Kathy Spiderman. This is the perfect time for you to be statesmanlike. Proud, dignified, not cowed in the face of all this murder and mayhem. Defiant in adversity, resplendent and magnificent against the odds, prepared to look the terrorists of the world, or whoever it is that's perpetrating these crimes, squarely in the eye, and to declare that Scotland will not be defeated, democracy will be not be vanquished, and that you, Jesse Longfellow-Moses, will not be shaken in your determination to make Scotland great once again.'

Even The Amazing Mr X gave Barney a bit of a sideways glance.

JLM turned round, rising from his chair.

'Brilliant, Barn!' he said. 'Bloody brilliant! Can you write all of that down quickly? You think you can do that? Do you?'

'If you're desperate,' said Barney.

'Brilliant,' said JLM. 'Right, I love that stuff. Maybe you can start writing speeches for me. Champion. Let's go and kick some arse.'

For the first time in their acquaintance, Barney and The Amazing Mr X exchanged a knowing glance, and then they were charging from the bathroom, on their way to prepare JLM for the biggest press briefing of his tenure.

*** 

JLM gave a long speech, before taking any questions. He outlined his government's and his own personal stance on the murders; the way ahead; the full force of the law was looking for the perpetrators of the crimes; Scotland would not be broken; blah, blah, blah, blah. Spoke for a full fifteen minutes – with passion, fluency and heartfelt courage – before the first question. Which was:

'First Minister, Russell Hargreaves, Scottish Daily Mail. What's with the new haircut? You look like a wank.'

*** 

Barney returned to his room a little after six. Due to be picked up by Rebecca Blackadder at seven. Just under an hour to relax, listen to some Hoagy, catch a bit of the news on the TV – Scotland Today were to lead with the claims of fix! surrounding the ejection, at the latter stages, of the Scottish entrant on Big Brother, followed by a feature on JLM's hair, followed by talk of Celtic asking Pele to come out of retirement for £125/week, and finally, squeezed in before the weather and a story about a little girl who'd spilled her ice cream, the account of Kathy Spiderman's unexpected disappearance – have a shower and get garbed up in as plain an outfit as he could find in his wardrobe.

Of course, when life seems simple and laid out before you on a plate, it generally goes tits up. There was a woman waiting for him as he let himself in. Sitting facing the door, jacket off, gin and tonic in her cool paws. Legs crossed, outrageously chic spectacles removed, so that her piercing blue eyes became even more striking. Not that she was especially attractive, although there was a certain vicious beauty about her mouth.

Dr Louise Farrow was the latest JLM babe to pitch up at Barney's place.

'Hi,' said Barney, closing the door behind him, not in the least surprised to see her. It pretty much only left Veron Veron to show his face and give him advice. And X, of course, although he was fairly confident X wouldn't have anything to say. 'You took your time.'

She smiled.

'Thought I'd let some of the shit get flushed away before I made an appearance.'

'Very thoughtful,' said Barney, and he went to the fridge, cracked open a beer, and slumped down into the seat opposite her.

She had left the office about twenty minutes earlier than Barney, although he had barely noticed. Of all of them, she was the one who came and went the most. But then, of all of them, she probably had the least to do. JLM hadn't actually been ill, even slightly, since he'd ascended to power.

'So?' said Barney, and left it at that. Did not feel beholden to any of these folk when they turned up.

'What have they told you?' she said. Sharp voice, a chameleon zinging its tongue out to snaffle a bug.

'Who?' said Barney, although he knew the answer.

'About why you're here,' she said.

Barney took a long drink. Immediately, no bullshit, no crap, no attraction, just an acute tongue, powerful eyes and he trusted her totally. You make instant judgements in life. Whatever he was beginning to feel for Rebecca Blackadder, he wasn't going to feel for this woman; whatever had passed through him in his feelings for Alison Blake, he wasn't going to feel for her either. But he was sure of her.

'In a coma,' he said, voice matter of fact. 'The other two have had me dead and my brain kept in a jar. In one, transplanted into someone else's body, in the other a whole new body grown genetically using my DNA.'

The ice in her glass clinked as she tipped it into her mouth; a lovely sound for a warm late afternoon of an Indian summer. Barney took some beer, wondered what was coming. Actually you're from space. As a matter of fact, you're an insect. It's hard to believe, but we're actually in another dimension; it's all related to Membrane Theory.

'And you believed any of that crap?' she said.

'Not really,' he said, having already given them a fair degree of thought. 'The coma one had a bit of a ring of authenticity to it, but at the same time, I don't know. Didn't sound quite right.'

'Good,' said Farrow, 'because it's bullshit. Ping, you wake up one morning in a strange bed, fully functional after two and a half years in a coma. Bullshit. And the other two you can just forget. You know how many synapses they'd have to attach to do a brain transplant? Jesus, it's fictional stuff. Total bullshit.'

'Aye,' said Barney, 'that makes sense. I suppose you're about to tell me the truth.'

She lifted her eyebrow at his acerbic tone, took another swish of g&t to accompanying music, laid down the glass, lifted her briefcase, which Barney had not noticed sitting beside the chair, took out a hardback book in glossy dustcover, and tossed it over to him.

Barney held her gaze for a few seconds, and then looked at the book. Barney Thomson: Urban Legend. On the cover was a rather severe photograph of Barney, and the man in the picture resembled not in the least the man Barney saw when he looked in the mirror. He looked inside, checked the date of publication, the previous year, and leafed quickly through the pages, looking at some of the photographs. Closed it over, felt a strange sensation gripping his inside, the hand on his guts slowly tightening. Not a feeling he'd had when listening to any of the other contrived explanations.

'You're not Barney Thomson,' she said, coldly. 'Although, I suppose, it depends on what you say makes the man. Life is full of that kind of bullshit question.'

'Explain,' said Barney.

'Barney Thomson died two and a half years ago. Chasing a guy called Leyman Blizzard across a moorland in the Borders. Fell off a rock, broken neck, and that's all she wrote. Big news at the time, some fella researched this book, looked into all the shit you were supposed to have committed in your time. Big surprise, discovered you'd done very little of it. Hence the title of the book. Barney Thomson is this urban legend, nothing more. And an urban legend from which society is very quickly moving on.'

Barney was listening, his beer attached to his lips. Drinking slowly, paying attention. Already it had a ring of truth to it that the others didn't.

'Who am I, then?' he said, and he suddenly found he had trouble getting the words out of his mouth. Did he really want to know?

Farrow shrugged.

'No one knows,' she said. 'You're just a guy. You were found late last year wandering about the docks at Leith. In a daze, no one had any idea where you'd come from. You were suffering from amnesia. Doctors did a few tests, decided that you'd likely never recover. There was talk about giving you a new life, inventing a life for you.'

She paused. Barney could feel the scrutiny of her eyes as Farrow searched for signs of belief or doubt. He said nothing.

'A couple of months ago, JLM finished reading the book you've got there. Fascinated by it, the myths that grow up around people. Knew about Leith docks man, decided he'd create his own Barney Thomson. You were kept in hospital, kept hypnotised for weeks, and they implanted the life of Thomson into your head. That's why it'll feel so hazy, because it's all bullshit. It's also all been taken from that book; you read it, see if you can remember anything that's not actually printed there. You'll struggle.'

Barney nodded, held the book in his hand. And this time, unlike the others, his brain didn't seem to be in fugue when hearing the story. It all sounded possible; men lost their memories, men were hypnotised, people could be brainwashed to think anything. It felt right.

'Why you?' he said suddenly.

'Everyone's got their motives,' she said. 'You either trust people or you don't. My motives are just letting you sort out the truth from the crap, nothing else. Altruistic, if you like. No reason why you should believe me and not the others, but that's up to you. I suppose I don't really give a shit whether you believe me or not, I just thought you should know what you're dealing with. Any other stories you'll have heard will just be JLM and Weirdlove messing with your mind. You're their toy. It's like they're picking the legs offa spiders.'

Barney looked at the cover of the book, felt no connection with the face of the man displayed there, then laid it down on the floor at the side of his chair.

'Rebecca?' he said.

Farrow drained her glass, felt the chill of the ice cubes falling against her top lip, laid the glass back down on the table.

'Maybe you should just work it out for yourself,' she said. 'She works for JLM.'

'We all work for JLM.'

'She goes round to the official residence every night after work, did you know that?'

'So what are you saying?' said Barney, quickly.

Farrow hesitated, as if pondering whether to give him any more. She could tell Barney no end of stories about Dr Blackadder.

'You're the new kid on the block. A bit out of sorts, a bit weirded out by it all. A nice guy, honest face, easy to trust. You're their man on the inside. You'll get to know people, those people will trust you with confidences, you'll pass them on to Blackadder.'

'I don't know anything,' he said defensively.

'Don't you?' she asked, and he thought of Solomon and Kent. 'And even if you don't know anything yet, they're thinking long term. You'll learn plenty over the next few weeks and months. JLM's a big picture guy, you must've figured that.'

'Oh, aye.'

'So, you're just part of the picture. He gets a cool barber to cut his hair, and he also gets an agent on the inside of all kinds of places to dig up information for him. An agent operated by Blackadder. Look, what's the best way to torture someone, to get information out of them?'

Barney thought about it, shrugged his shoulders, said, 'Roast their testicles. Stick matches under their fingernails. Drill their teeth.'

'Take them to dinner and buy them a beer,' said Farrow. 'You torture someone, you create resentment and bitterness. They might tell you what you want to know, but then they're more likely to not tell you anything or to lie. If you want the truth and a lot of it, you have to make someone trust you and like you, you have to make them want to take you into their confidence. Rebecca's a psychiatrist. Not only does she know all that shit, she's good at it too. She's a pro. She's this thing, lovely manner, nice eyes, nice mouth, men want to sleep with her, God, most women want to sleep with her. She's delicious. Something about her. People tell her stuff, and she tells all of it to JLM, and so, JLM's power within the Executive grows.'

Barney tipped his head back, tipped the last of the bottle into his mouth. Swallowed, slowly lowered his head and rested the bottle on his knee. Dr Louise Farrow lifted her briefcase and rose from the chair.

'Think about what I've said. There's no reason for you to believe me over any of the others. It's entirely your shout.'

'Where do the murders come into it all?' said Barney, stopping her in her tracks as she walked past him.

She didn't look him in the eye; stared straight ahead, thought about it, finally looked down at him.

'For all the bluster and the over-the-top bullshit, Jesse Longfellow-Moses is an incredibly sinister and dubious man. The team he is supposed to work with, a team for whom he has obviously no respect whatsoever, are getting murdered one at a time. Coincidence? Might be. But if it's not, you also have to look at Rebecca, because she's the one closest to him.'

She hesitated. She was standing right beside him, close enough to reach out and touch his face. A tender gesture, but she knew it would mean nothing to him.

'Just be careful around her,' she said. She let her eyes linger upon him for another few seconds and then she walked slowly away.

The door closed behind her. Barney leant down and lifted the book. Studied the picture without opening the cover for a full five minutes, then let the book drop onto the floor. Stood up, walked to the window. A night out with Rebecca Blackadder, and the evidence, such as it was, was building up against her.

Was it time to put the flag in the window for Solomon and Kent? But then, who the Hell were Solomon and Kent? If he was prepared to believe the story that Farrow had just told him, then what did that do to the credibility of Solomon?

'Jesus,' he muttered, turning away from the bright late afternoon sun towards the fridge. 'It's Miller time.'

One In The Head For The Trudgemeister

––––––––
The Cabinet Murderer, or Kabinet Killer, as the Sun had dubbed her when they bothered mentioning it, had been pissed off about being whapped over the napper, just as she had been about to proactively announce the death of Kathy Spiderman.
She kept changing her mind. She had Nelly Stratton's toe, which she intended using to toy with the Undertaker. It would turn up in the post, or on someone's plate of chips, tests would be done, and then the world would know that Stratton wasn't hanging out at Disneyland Paris. But suddenly, with Spiderman, she'd thought how wonderful it would be to tip her over the edge, to let her be spread across the Royal Mile; but again her plans had been thwarted. She'd only been unconscious for a few minutes, but it'd been time enough for her stalker to clear up after another one of her murders; so Spiderman was only missing presumed dead/on holiday/plotting, instead of being meat paste on the Canongate.

Strangely, the Kabinet Killer wasn't all that concerned about who her stalker might be, she was just getting extremely annoyed about it. The fact that someone was doing it at all was the issue; their identity was secondary. She would find out soon enough. For the moment, she was more concerned with working her way through the cabinet until they were all dead. Or at least, until all but two of them were dead.

*** 

Trudger McIntyre, the Minister for Rural Affairs and the Environment, had been assigned two police officers as protection. He called them Bill and Ben, despite the fact that it didn't seem very sensible to mock the people who'd been assigned to take the bullet for him. Still, Trudger was an artless man, who could think of no reason why anyone would want to kill him, regardless of whether or not they were one by one murdering the rest of his cabinet colleagues.

The thing is, though, that if you're not a psychotic murderer yourself, and you're not trained in the right field, you're not going to know how a psychotic murderer thinks. So, some sleight that you've pulled at someone else's expense, while seeming trivial to you, might seem like a damned good reason to commit murder to your everyday loony. Which, as just so happens to be the case, was about to befall Trudger. Or, the Trudgemeister, as he'd tried to become known in the parliament, to no avail.

So, there he was sitting in the Tolbooth, enjoying a pint of Thatcher's Dry. Very, very tasty. Washing down some alarmingly tasty pub food, involving divans and home made elements and the like. Had dispatched his bodyguards to a nearby table as he wanted to eat alone and in peace. Finished his meal, took the last slurp of Thatcher's, and stood up to go to the toilet. As he rose, he found Ben at his side.

He looked at Ben. He looked at Bill who had also risen and was standing at the ready.

'Look, Ben, I'm just going for a slash,' said Trudger. 'You feel you have to come and hold my cock?'

Ben took a step back, hurrumphed a bit, and puffed out his chest.

'Don't worry,' said Trudger, 'I'm not going to escape through the bloody window.'

He walked to the toilet. Bill and Ben returned to their seats and started talking about sports. They had already eyed up everyone who had been to the men's and knew it to be empty. They'd counted them all out, and they'd counted them all back again. However, they just hadn't thought laterally. The outer door to the ladies and gents was shared; they hadn't thought about the ladies, hadn't noticed the woman with the dark glasses and black, black wig who had disappeared in there half an hour earlier and who had yet to emerge.

Trudger stood at the urinal. Had the toilet to himself, which you might think was fortuitous for his killer, but actually it was fortuitous for the others who'd decided not to use the toilet at that time, as his killer would've taken out any sundry volunteers to the slaughter. Trudger took his pish, let's not go into too much detail here. Gave the whole thing a shake, was about to tuck everything back inside his big purple pants when the Ride of the Valkyries descended from on high. Having suspended herself between cobwebbed pipes and the corners of the ceiling, she released her hold, transferred the knife from her teeth to her hand, and buried it to the hilt into the top of Trudger's head as she free fell on top of him.

The two of them collapsed in a big heap on the floor, a tangle of arms and legs, Trudger's body twitching. The killer pulled the knife, raised herself up and then buried it back into his body, through his ribs, into his heart. Hesitated, contemplated cutting the heart from the chest, but wisely decided that she should not push her luck.

She stood up, did not even bother to look back at the sixth member of the cabinet to die, cracked the bones in her fingers, checked herself in the mirror, straightened the wig, and walked quickly, but unhurriedly, back out into the bar, past Pinky and Perky, or whatever it was that Trudger called them, and on out the door.

And, as she went, smiling at the thought of Trudger's body being imminently discovered by the next poor sap being summoned to the urinal of necessitation, a ghostly figure appeared as if from nowhere in the men's toilet. He stood over McIntyre's body watching the blood run onto the tiles, and heard the outer door of the toilets swing closed as the killer walked back into the pub.

Then he locked the main door into the men's and set to work.

*** 

By the time Bill and Ben decided that Trudger was taking an inordinately long period of time, even for a man who might've decided to take a dump, he was just nowhere to be found. There was blood right enough on the toilet floor, but there was no sign of the big fella anywhere.

Bill and Ben had struck out.

Ooh-Be-Dooh

––––––––
Jesse Longfellow-Moses stood in his office, taking in the scene outside, the window open slightly to let in the evening. The sun was on its way down, and although it was still warm, he could sense a change in the air. Tomorrow would be cooler, the day after would be a return to the usual drab awfulness of a regular Scottish early autumn.
Most of the team were long gone; only Veron had lingered this evening, finishing off a sequinned orange lamé creation, which he considered ideal for JLM's speech to Glasgow City Council, but even he had been away nearly an hour.

And all that time, JLM had stood alone looking out over Dynamic Earth and the rise of Arthur's Seat. Imagined himself up there, if he could ever be bothered his arse to walk up it, looking out over the city, back up the Forth towards the bridges, and in the other direction, away out to sea. Grand plans and visions fighting for attention in his head, along with the rampant insecurities which he fought so hard to quash, and which constantly told him he wasn't good enough to be where he was; that his visions were foolish, his plans for the country, folly.

At least this country suited him, no doubt; what kind of world was it where people were more interested in instant fame and celebrity, the brief lives of others to be discussed over breakfast and then tossed out with the empty packet of Cheerios? What kind of country was it whose people would vote insatiably for Pop Idol and Big Brother, but wouldn't bother their backsides voting for political representatives who could shape their lives?

Or was that another folly that the entire parliament, that parliamentary democracies everywhere, made? They didn't shape anything. It was the media who wielded real power, it was the media who shaped lives, it was the media who decided what we talked about over breakfast. Big Brother was real democracy, much more so than voting for one pointless politician unsuited to the job of running a council or a government or a European parliament over another. Who was more powerful, Murdoch or Bush? And even if you were to answer the latter, who would be more powerful in a year's time, or at the utmost, five years' time.

And so, to add to the insecurities, the doubts would return about what ends he could finally achieve, and the realisation that to achieve greatness, to really affect people's lives, politics was not a tenth of the career route that was the media. Perhaps politics should serve as nothing more than his entry pass into the media. He was already taking up every offer to appear on television and radio that came his way.

He was watching the path of a small single-engined plane as it headed north, when the door opened behind him. It closed again; whoever it was remained silent, waiting for JLM to turn around. He breathed deeply, his hour of solitude and reflection over.

'There's been another one,' said Parker Weirdlove.

JLM finally turned. Weirdlove was just inside the door, clasping his clipboard as ever to his chest. JLM said nothing, asked the question with his eyebrows.

'McIntyre.'

'Thought he had a couple of bodyguards?' said JLM.

'He was taking a piss. Just vanished into thin air, leaving a little blood behind.'

'Course he has. Any clues?'

Weirdlove shook his head.

'So who's left?' said JLM. 'Me, Winnie, Benderhook and Malcolm? Anyone else? I forget, I see them so little.'

'No,' said Weirdlove, 'that's it. You should be careful. Where's X?'

'Sent him off to get some dinner, told him not to come back until nine. I'm safe enough here.'

Weirdlove took a couple of paces forward.

'What makes you think that?' he said, quietly.

JLM looked at him suspiciously.

'Why d'you say that?' he said.

'Stratton, McLaven, Spiderman, they all disappeared in the building,' said Weirdlove. 'You shouldn't think that you're invincible, especially when X isn't about. We've no idea who's doing this.'

'No,' said JLM, 'we don't. What d'you think the police are doing?'

'They don't have a clue,' said Weirdlove. 'Have you spoken to the Chief Constable?'

'Yes,' said JLM. 'Decent enough chap, but he was more interested in my views on Disney videos, and why I wouldn't let my children watch them. At least it's all affirming my sentiments on the cabinet.'

'No one gives a shit about them?'

'Exactly.'

'On the matter of the Disney thing,' said Weirdlove, looking at his clipboard, 'the Walt Disney Corporation has issued a claim against you, stating that by not allowing your children to watch their product, you're damaging the image of their company, etc, etc...'

'How much?' said JLM.

Weirdlove searched through the document for the figure, raised an eyebrow when he found it.

'360 million pounds,' he said.

JLM laughed.

'Well, it's good publicity at least, eh?' he said.

'Cracking,' said Weirdlove. 'You'll be shagged if you lose, however.'

'Well,' said JLM, sitting down at his desk, and looking to sort out a final few things before The Amazing Mr X arrived and escorted him home for the night, 'I'm not going to lose, am I? I take it, just like whoever started the story in the first place, they've yet to realise that I don't actually have any children.'

'Well,' said Weirdlove, 'you'd think that might be an issue, but they appear to know that already.'

'Go on,' said JLM wearily. Neither of them realising that they had already spent longer talking about this than they had about the disappearance of Trudger McIntyre. A man might be dead, an actual human being and everything, but it was nothing against the power and interest of a giant entertainment concern. In his own actions, he justified his thoughts of earlier. Media, media, media.

'They accept that you don't have any children,' said Weirdlove.

'This should be interesting,' said JLM.

'But they contend that when you were first asked the question you dealt with it with a wry smile.'

'They've actually used the expression 'wry smile' in their statement?' asked JLM, with, well, a wry smile.

'Yes, sir,' said Weirdlove, 'they have. They accept that you thought it amusing to be asked a question about your children when you don't have any, but they contend that by not quashing the rumour you allowed it to grow into this urban legend typa thing, so that most people now not only believe that you do have children, but that you don't let them watch Disney product.'

'And they think they've lost 360 million worth of business in Scotland?' said JLM. 'Jesus, they don't do that much, do they?'

Weirdlove hesitated, but thought he might as well tell the truth and watch the smile come to the boss's face.

'They're citing you as a major player within Europe, and as a consequence, your words have had an impact across the continent.'

JLM did indeed smile. A major player in Europe? Cool. These guys were American. Most of them probably thought that Scotland was a town in England. Yet, they were aware enough to think that he, Jesse Longfellow-Moses, was a major player in Europe. Jesus. How unbelievably smooth was that? Would Blair or Chirac or Schröder be sued for that much? Probably not.

'Champion,' said JLM. 'D'you think I should stop my children eating at McDonald's and Burger King?'

'Definitely,' said Weirdlove, smiling.

A Nice Spot Of Dinner, Put Your Foot In It, Go Home Alone

––––––––
Barney had had a nice bit of beef for his dinner. Actually it'd been called a monastery of prime Szechwan chateaubriand, enveloped in a parfait of blackcurrant roulade, with a fondant of kohlrabi and a splodge of Somalian potatoes, and at first it had kind of reminded him of The Thing with Kurt Russell, but he preferred to think of it as a nice bit of beef. Rebecca Blackadder had had fish and chips. Together they'd shared a stunning bottle of Norwegian claret; firm bodied and well-liposuctioned, enormously lengthed, capaciously flavoured and well fruity, with overtones of jammy dodgers and Jock Stein.
They were onto dessert, although a bit behind the curve. It was one of those dining experiences in someone's front room; limited menu, stunning food, place small enough that you could hear every clink of every glass, every throwaway comment, every slurp of coffee, from every table. The other diners had already munched their way through a selection of after dinner mints. Due to Blackadder's late arrival at Barney's room at the beginning of the evening, they were still champing their way through a plethora of mild cheeses on sesame biscuits.

They had talked of many things; flippant conversation about the world and music and television, and the more they talked and followed different paths of conversation, the more Barney remembered, the more aspects of life he discovered lurking in his memory. And all the time, as he became more and more sucked in by Blackadder's deliciously soft voice, he had the words of Louise Farrow guzzling at the back of his mind. The voice, the atmosphere, the wine, the food, the casual conversation, occasionally straying off into real meaning, it was all part of the torture.

As dessert crunched to a conclusion and the coffee arrived, Barney became aware that they were holding hands across the table. Wasn't sure how they'd got there.

'I just loved what you did with his hair today,' she said, after a lull in the conversation, during which they had gazed at the candle, flirted with each other's eyes. 'He looked pretty stupid.'

Barney smiled.

'Yeah,' he said. 'Didn't really intend that, but he was jumping up and down in his seat like a one-year-old. Swiped off a big bit of hair I didn't mean to.'

'And you had to even it up?'

'Exactly,' said Barney. 'I think he looks all right. The no hair/short hair brigade'll vote for him. I think I managed to persuade him of that.'

Blackadder shook her head, smiled at the thought of the man. All part of the plan, imagined the Farrow-brainwashed Barney, but he was switched on enough to know not to trust anyone. Treat everyone with suspicion until you are absolutely dyed-in-the-bollocks certain of them, that was his motto.

'He's just bizarre,' she said, and it was at least the fifth time in the evening that she'd started talking about him. But then, wasn't it natural? Doesn't everyone with an absurd superior, spend their life bitching about him to their colleagues and anyone else they can get their hands on. 'Full of these great visions, but doesn't realise that the people don't give a shit about politicians anymore. None of them. Look, the country doesn't even care that the cabinet are all dead.'

'Aye,' said Barney.

'It's like when he decided he wanted Highland Cathedral to be the national anthem.'

Barney shook his head.

'Don't know it,' he said.

'It's this glorious tune, beautiful words, it's what Scotland's been looking for. If hearing Flower of Scotland sung by a large crowd makes the hairs stand on the back of your neck, this'll make you dissolve into a pile of mush. It's gorgeous. Give it time, let people get to know it properly, make it a thing, it'd be the people's choice. But Jesse leaps in, tells everyone that it's his decision, so of course they say, you're a politician, you can stick it up your arse. The press rise up in arms, there's uproar for a coupla weeks, then Jesse has to back down. Bloody stupid. Now, if the Sun or the Record had decided that Highland Cathedral was going to be the national anthem, bing! you've got it. Groundswell of opinion, people trust what their papers tell them, and it's shootie-in. But Jesse's only a politician, that's what he doesn't realise. He has no say.'

Barney nodded in agreement. That was certainly the truth. Just a wee coincidence that JLM was coming to the same conclusion at approximately the same time.

'What d'you think of Dr Farrow?' Barney suddenly found himself asking, to fill a moment's silence. Closed his eyes briefly as the words left his mouth, as he'd been telling himself all evening not to mention it. Wanted to believe in Blackadder, wanted to believe Farrow was the fraud. But while his heart spoke loudly, his head nagged with greater insistence that Blackadder was the pretender.

She looked at him closely, watched the brief closing of the eyes. Hand was retracted under the cover of putting sugar into coffee.

'What d'you mean?' she said. 'Has she been to see you?'

Be cool, Barn, he thought. Be cool.

'You've all been to see me,' he said casually. 'Except Veron of course. Don't know what's the matter with him.'

'What was Louise saying?' asked Blackadder, bit of an edge to the voice, thought Barney, or was he just looking for there to be an edge to the voice? Could go round in circles all evening. Maybe he should just be honest with her. That's what friends do.

'Usual stuff, you know. You've all taken it in turns to turn up on my doorstep and tell me my, what'd you call it, provenance. Like I was some sort of antique. My favourite was Weirdlove telling me I was a vampire. One of his family.'

'No, seriously,' said Blackadder, not letting him away with cheap jokes, 'what did Lou say? I know we look like a bit of a team 'n' all, but then it also means I know her better than most. You've got to watch her. She's not one to trust. What did she say?'

Well, he thought, doesn't do any harm to give her a bit of the truth, doesn't mean I have to mention the part about her and JLM being bosom buds.

The waitress arrived at the table, sensed the change in atmosphere, as surely as JLM had sensed the change in the weather, so did not make any light remarks, as she had been doing throughout the evening. Cleared away the cheese board, piled plate on plate, asked if they wanted more coffee, which was a bit daft seeing as neither of them had touched what they already had, and made a swift exit. Having a fight at no.3, she said, when she returned to the kitchen.

'She said that I wasn't Barney Thomson. Not my body, not my brain.'

'Who are you then?' asked Blackadder suspiciously.

'Just some unknown guy with amnesia. I've been brainwashed to think I'm Barney Thomson, so I do. I might as well be him, if no one else is.'

Blackadder toyed with the salt cellar. Tapped a finger on top of it.

'If that's the case,' she said, and her words drifted off. Had carelessly begun the sentence without knowing where it was going. Whether or not it was true, and how was Barney supposed to know, it had a ring of truth. The story she'd told him had been given to her by Parker Weirdlove. How far would she trust him?

'What?' said Barney, but she had no reply. She toyed with her spoon, finally lifted her coffee now that it was cool enough to drink without slurping.

He shrugged it off, and eventually the conversation moved on from Dr Louise Farrow, but the tide had turned, the feel of the evening had changed, with words barely spoken. And so, at the end of the night, each was vaguely suspicious of the other, and they parted with a kiss on the cheek and, at least on Barney's part, no little regret.

*** 

Late in the evening, the cooling north wind having risen, Winona Wanderlip arrived at the town centre apartment of Parker Weirdlove. He greeted her on his doorstep without enthusiasm, ushered her in quickly, stood in the hallway in his t-shirt and boxer short pyjamas that he'd been wearing in bed. She had stepped out in a white blouse and thin skirt, unprepared for the cooler weather. Goose bumps on her arms, flush around the cheeks, fabulously erect nipples.

'You know you shouldn't come here,' said Weirdlove, quoting a line from two out of every three 9pm movies on Channel 5.

'Did you hear about Trudger?' she said, and Weirdlove could feel the shiver in the voice. Not being caused solely by the cold outside. Knew she was afraid.

'Where are your bodyguards?' he said.

'Gave them the slip,' she said, and she shrugged her shoulders at the look he gave her. 'I couldn't let them know I was coming here.'

'Well, you shouldn't have come here,' he said, sternly. 'Look at you, Winnie, you're scared.'

'I'm not bloody scared!' she cried. 'But there's only me, Benderhook and Malcolm left from the original cabinet.'

'Duh huh!' said Weirdlove, smacking the palm of his hand off his forehead, 'well why are you out without your bodyguards then?'

'I needed to talk to you,' she said. 'And I can take care of myself,' she protested.

'That'll be why you're terrified, then,' he said.

'Stop saying that! I'm not terrified, just because I'm a woman.'

'Look at you! You're shivering, you've got goose bumps all over your body, and your nipples are like big lumps of play-doh.'

She swallowed, looked down at her chest, shook her head in embarrassment, turned, walked a few further feet down the hall, turned back to face him.

'Christ!' she said, exasperated. 'All right, I'm scared. I'm fucking terrified! Are you happy, Parker? Six of my colleagues are gone, probably murdered, there are only three of us left, four including Jesse, and I could be next. They're going for us one by one, and the police know dick! We're sitting ducks. So what if I shook off the bodyguards, did they do Trudger any bloody good?'

'Only 'cause he let them out his sight,' said Weirdlove coolly.

'I'm not letting someone watch me wipe my arse, Parker!' she yelled. 'We're supposed to be living in a civilised society. Look, I'm here now, whether you like it or not. Are you going to offer me a drink?'

Weirdlove breathed deeply, considering his position. It wasn't entirely unheard of for JLM to show up at his place, although it was rare and he would be unlikely to instigate a search of the premises. Even so, it would be unfortunate if Wanderlip were to be discovered at his flat under these, or any other, circumstances.

'Personally, Winnie,' he said, a little more casually than he was aiming for, 'I don't think you've anything to worry about. Not at this stage.'

'What does that mean?'

'I just,' he began, 'look, I think you'll be fine. Whoever this is, maybe they're not aiming at the cabinet, you never know.'

'You're kidding me, right?' she said. 'You're saying that someone is just haphazardly murdering people in Edinburgh, and bugger me, but if it isn't just the case that, entirely at random, the victims have all be part of the cabinet. Fuck me, who would've thought? Odds have to got to be, say, at least fifty to one. Maybe even double that!'

'Winnie,' he said, 'calm down.'

And, to her surprise, he opened the door again.

'I'd give you a coat,' he said, 'but if JLM saw you he might recognise it as mine.'

The objections to the stupidity of that came to the tip of her tongue, but the fact that he was throwing her out was the far, far greater slight.

'Don't do this, Parker,' she said.

'I'll speak to you, tomorrow,' he said coldly. 'If we get the chance, although we're going to be pretty busy.' Last day with Vogts and Eaglehawk. Maybe it was time to cultivate friends to shore up his position. But then, only the right kind of friends. 'Tomorrow,' he repeated firmly, when she didn't move.

Wanderlip hesitated, felt the old familiar rage well up inside her. Count to a million, don't completely cut yourself off from him, she thought, even though he deserves it. You never know, you never know.

And so, stabbing her fingernails into the palms of her hands, she walked quickly past him and on down the stairs which led to the front door.

Parker Weirdlove watched her for a few seconds, but closed the door before seeing her vicious glance over the shoulder. He held his hand against the door for a while, as if considering his position, and then walked slowly back down the hall and into the bedroom.

'Well,' said the man who was sitting up in his bed, reading House & Garden. 'Nipples like big lumps of play-doh, eh? I wish I'd seen that.'

Weirdlove scowled, shook his head, pulled back the sheets and climbed into bed.

Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; or close the wall up with our English dead!

In The Wee Small Hours Of The Morning...

––––––––
Minnie Longfellow-Moses returned from The Hague curiously late. Jesse was sleeping soundly, the sleep of the self-righteous, empty cup of diet hot chocolate on his bedside table, along with some musings that he was jotting down, intent on formulating them into a book of some description for publication in the next year or so. It would be his Mein Kampf, his Das Kapital, the broad statement that laid down the founding principles of Mosesism. She lifted his notebook, cast an uncritical eye over the misty ramblings on the future of the welfare state, and how the best way to promote a good health service is to have a healthier population, and the best way to ensure that people are healthier is to hit them in their pockets if they're not. You'll see, he'd jotted down, how quickly people cut down the fags and fish suppers, start jogging to work and cramming in the apples and pears, as soon as you make them have to pay for their trips to hospital. It would be a guiding principle. The state would help those who helped themselves. And it was a sure-fire way to get away from the modern culture of lack of self-responsibility. Everyone would be in charge of their own destiny.
The perfect society, that was the conclusion he'd reached. And he'd written those words at the top of the page as a good title for the work. It won't be a long book, his final thought had been as he'd drifted off to sleep, but it's not about length, it's about history.

Minnie Longfellow-Moses placed the notebook back on JLM's bedside table, couldn't even summon the interest to smile wryly.

'That'll get you far, Jesse,' she said softly, and she turned and walked into the bathroom.

*** 

Winona Wanderlip took a long time to get off to sleep, a thousand political intrigues and connivances scrambling about, part of a giant muddle, in her head. The cabinet murders, the deaths of so many ineffectual people, it was so utterly pointless. It had to be someone close to them, someone with a vested interest in the cabinet's handling of the country. Perhaps it was that old spy thing; where they'd cause a plane crash to cover up the fact that they were assassinating one person. It might be the same here; they were really only after one member of the cabinet, but they were killing them all to make it look like a more general vendetta.

That, and so many other conspiracies, feasted on her imagination as she lay listening to the sound of traffic on the South Bridge. What use had the police been? They had interviewed everyone in the parliament building about ten times, and they hadn't a clue. They must've spoken to someone who knew what was going on, or someone who was responsible, and they'd been unable to notice. And what use were the two officers, one sitting outside her bedroom door, the other in the sitting room? What were they going to do when a killer silently broke in through her window in the middle of the night and struck her down?

The police were no use, the case of Trudger had shown that the bodyguards were no use. It was going to take a spark of inspiration to solve the mystery, and by Scooby Doo, if she wasn't just the woman to do it. And if, in the course of her investigations, she was to discover that Jesse Longfellow-Moses was in any way implicated in proceedings, then it might turn out nicely after all.

What to do about Parker Weirdlove, and what had become of their special relationship, was another question which vexed her greatly. So much so, that she had turned the picture of him which sat beside her bed, face down on the table. Tonight she did not want him watching over her while she slept.

*** 

As for JLM's team:

Parker Weirdlove slept very easily. No trouble visiting the old land of nod, when you have justice and honesty as your passport. All it takes is a little self-belief.

Veron Veron slept equally well.

The Reverend Blake began the long night alone, but did not continue as such all the way through.

Dr Louise Farrow sat up late into the evening, surfing, checking everything from FBI files to a variety of medical histories, until there came a knocking at her door.

Dr Rebecca Blackadder got back to her room, sent a few e-mails, wrote a few notes, considered a few things. Went back out again after midnight, had a couple of drinks, and was not unaccompanied when she returned to her room at a little after two.

The Amazing Mr X stayed awake all night, worrying over whether he should have taken the night off, leaving the job of guarding JLM to the two untried police officers. The Amazing Mr X never slept.

Barney Thomson, be he either composed of the old Barney's brain, body or memories, or a combination thereof, lay awake for several hours, bedroom curtains open, staring at the ceiling. Neither restless nor unhappy, brain a gentle buzz, thinking about Blackadder, wondering if there was a real connection between them, and wondering if he had just done the right thing. For on returning to his room, he had bitten the bullet and placed the flag in the window for Solomon and Kent. Solomon had arrived an hour and a half later, minus his Robin, had listened to Barney's reservations about Dr Blackadder, had cracked a few gags, and had gone on his way. Barney had thought to raise the matter of Solomon's tale of his past, but had decided to leave it for another day, and a clearer head.

And Father Michael had a very interesting evening, which involved sex, murder and rock 'n roll, which would've gone down very badly with his superiors had they known about it. The Catholic Church hates rock 'n roll.

*** 

James Eaglehawk and Conrad Vogts had another long evening, which stretched into the wee small hours of the morning. A mixture of business and pleasure; on the one hand plotting Eaglehawk's ascension to power in the Scottish Executive, with German and European backing, on the other, reminiscing about long nights in the Bavarian Alps, filled with beer, women and tall tales of beer and women.

James Eaglehawk and Conrad Vogts were becoming firm friends. Jim and Bertie, as they now knew each other.

Poor old Jim Eaglehawk. A simple man who, despite being very careful, despite spending years in politics watching his back and avoiding uncertain alliances, was blinded by his own duplicity into not seeing the duplicity of others. And so, he did not see Conrad Vogts coming, not in the least.

*** 

Which does not leave many people to be considered.

The vast population of Edinburgh slept soundly, or not, in their usual manner, quite unconcerned about the bloodletting that was taking place in the Executive. Earlier that evening there had been rival radio phone-in shows; Radio Scotland against Radio Forth. Radio Scotland had been discussing the massacre of the cabinet; Radio Forth had been discussing whether there should be strip bars in the centre of Edinburgh. Radio Scotland had fifteen calls, twelve of which had asked them to talk about something more interesting. Radio Forth had three hundred and twenty-seven calls.

So, that just leaves the last two members of the cabinet, who have more or less been absent from the narrative up until now. Malcom Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm, Minister for Health, and Fforbes Benderhook, Deputy First Minister. You might be thinking, well they're shadowy figures, they might well have something to do with the general slaughter of all their compadres. Or you might be thinking that they're nothing more than the red uniformed guys who used to beam down to the alien planet with the big spunkmeister himself, Cpt James T.

Well, as the night slowly lingered its way around to an early morning, the sun rising behind banks of grey cloud, and the Indian summer came crashing to its knees, both Benderhook and Malcolm were dead. One with a bullet in the brain, much in the same manner as the late Honeyfoot; the other, the unfortunate Malcolm, his head rather brutally panned to a pulp with a beautiful bedside lamp he'd picked up in a Christmas market in the southern Belgian town of Dinant.

They had both been guarded by the requisite two policemen, men who were obviously ineffectual in either case. Benderhook's guards were completely oblivious to their charge's murder, or disappearance, as it appeared, until he didn't materialise for breakfast the following morning. Malcolm's guards, much to his murderer's discomfort and guilt, had had to be surgically removed before the head pulping sesh had begun.

In the case of Benderhook, his killer had dispatched the Deputy First Minister with precision and panache, and had then turned and legged it for Malcolm's house. That the body of Benderhook would then be removed, so that it looked like the man might've just nipped out for a McDonald's breakfast, would be of no surprise to her.

However, with the bloody bludgeoning to death of Malcolm, and the completion of her night's work – indeed the completion of her task as a whole – the killer had decided that perhaps it was time to discover the identity of The Undertaker. And so, she'd faked her departure from the scene, on the assumption that she was being watched, and then had crept back to hide in the shrubbery and await The Undertaker's arrival. And her marginal sneakiness would be rewarded, for at last, after eight Cabinet murders, the identity of the person cleaning up after her heinous crimes, would finally be revealed to her; and it would make no sense whatsoever...

*** 

The slaughter of the innocents of the Scottish Executive Cabinet had come to a conclusion. Eight of the originals down, only Winona Wanderlip and Jesse Longfellow-Moses remained. And although it was of virtually no interest whatsoever to the people of Scotland, Wanderlip would at least feature in one newspaper story the following day:

WINNIE IN NIPPLEGATE SHOCKER

Phworr! As Labour stunna, Winnie Wanderlip, stepped out into the cold last night, on her way to a select Edinburgh nightspot, passers-by drooled at her breasts, as her corking nipples walked down the road at least four inches in front of the rest of her. 'They were like pine cones,' gasped stunned pedestrian, Wullie McGinest, 18.

Several people called the emergency services, as chaos threatened to engulf the city centre.

'We've just never seen nipples like them,' claimed shopkeeper, Alvin McAndrew, 36. 'Traffic ground to a halt, and I saw several people almost killed by drivers distracted by her enormous protrusions.'

Wanton Winnie was last night unavailable for comment, but a close friend told us, 'Winnie is really proud of her nipples, and loves to show them off. She's a big tart really.'

Last month, Wanderlip issued a statement denying having had collagen injections in her nipples, and several other parts of her body. She is 38.

Lovely stuff.

One Vision

––––––––
Barney watched the Scottish news the following morning. They actually led with the murders of Malcolm and Benderhook, although they treated it more as a comic cuts type of thing, the presenter ending the report with the words 'who'd be a cabinet minister, eh?' and a wry smile. Barney wondered if Solomon had immediately put a tail on Blackadder, and whether she would now be exonerated. Or would he have moved at the pace that the rest of the police force had moved? The Chief Constable had been on that morning, and had excused his Force's poor performance in the investigation up to that point with the statement; 'Obviously we're putting all available manpower into the investigation. However, with the visits of Michael Douglas and Catherine Zeta-Jones to play golf in recent days, and the award of an honorary doctorate in 'Cool' to Sir Sean Connery at Heriot-Watt University, we have had to prioritise. Once the Daniel O'Donnell and S Club 7 concerts are over, we'll be able to place more manpower onto the protection of what is left of the Executive, but I think at this stage that most people will understand that it would be extremely bad for the city of Edinburgh, and Scotland as a whole, if anything was to happen to a celebrity.'
Can't argue with that, Barney had thought, as he'd tucked into his bacon, eggs, black pudding and sausage. (His honourable intention of moving onto healthier breakfasts after a few days, had dropped by the wayside, to accompany his vague feeling that he really ought not to be here at all.)

The day ahead read like most others. It was Thursday, so JLM should have been in parliament for questions, but with that having been brought forward a day, he was taking the opportunity to get back out amongst his people, which he loathed doing, but felt was probably necessary. He would get his face in newspapers and on television, and he could spread the word of his grand vision, not only for the country, but for the entire world. So, given that he was visiting a shopping centre in Perth (where he would stand on a box and preach), Stirling Castle, and a cheeky wee tea shop in Drymen, he was going to have to have good hair. Barney was on call, due for his first session in a little under twenty minutes.

He was just watching a football report on Rangers' new signing – a West African who, it had transpired, had never played football in his life, which made it embarrassing that Rangers had just given him a £2m signing on fee. 'The main thing,' claimed McLeish, 'is that he's not Scottish' – when there was a small scraping sound from behind. He swivelled round, and saw a small piece of paper on the floor, having just been pushed under the door.

He dashed to the door, swung it open, leaving the paper on the floor, and looked along the corridor for the unexpected mailman. Whoever it was, however, had gone, and Barney was of no mind to go chasing after them.

He lifted the paper, closed the door. Returned to his table, took a slurp of tea and another piece of toast, then unfolded the message. It was typed on a piece of A5 stationery from JLM's office, as follows:

The end to this is in sight. Come to conference room 12, Assembly Building, at eight o'clock this evening. Tell no one.

Not surprisingly it was unsigned. That would've given the game away a bit.

The end to this is in sight. Barney bit into another contemplative piece of toast and let the paper fold itself back over. The end to the murders he presumed, but then, it was nothing to do with him. He'd been partially drawn into it because of the interference of Solomon and Kent, but he still didn't feel part of it. Why drag him off to a conference room? Unless, of course, he was to be the next victim.

He dabbed his lips with a napkin, eyed the last piece of toast like a velociraptor eyeing up Sam Neill, then pounced on it like an unfettered tyrannosaur swooping on the baby lamb that was a lumbering diplodocus, armed with butter and strawberry jam.

*** 

There was a bit of an uncomfortable atmosphere in the room. Winona Wanderlip had come to see JLM, hoping to get him on his own, but they were together in his inner office with Parker Weirdlove, and the inevitable Amazing Mr X.

'There are only two of us left,' said Wanderlip, stating the blindingly obvious.

JLM, however, displayed the fact that he had been thinking about his grand vision for the world, by answering, 'Two of whom?'

'The cabinet!' she barked, turning round from the window, where she had been looking out, chewing endlessly on what was left of the nail on her left-hand ring finger.

JLM and Weirdlove exchanged a glance between boys, of the 'here goes the premenstrual woman again.'

'There's Eaglehawk and McPherson,' he said. 'And we'll sort out the other appointments over the weekend, won't we Parker? Either promote the deputies, or find someone else if the deputy is only window dressing, like Patsy whatshername. Don't worry, Winnie, I won't land it all on your plate.'

'Exactly, sir,' said Weirdlove.

'Jesus,' said Wanderlip, 'is it just of no concern to you that all these good people are gone, probably murdered? The Executive is in complete disarray. Christ, there's this monumental shambles.'

'Winnie, Winnie, Winnie,' said JLM, and she could've swung for him, 'there's only a shambles in government when people perceive there to be a shambles. Let's face it, there are only two ministers in the Executive that anybody in the public could pick out of a line-up. You and me. We're both still here, aren't we? I mean, really, politicians don't actually do any work, do they? It's the Civil Service that does the work. How many Civil Servants have been killed, Parker?'

'None,' said Weirdlove, as they moved easily into their Sir Humphrey routine. Wanderlip seethed.

'So has the work of the Executive been affected at all?' said JLM, smoothly.

'Not at all, sir,' said Weirdlove. 'Of course, that might be because the Executive doesn't actually do anything.'

'Whatever,' said JLM, engaging Wanderlip in the eye, and being so condescending he was kicking condescension on the arse, 'all politicians are here for are to make decisions and appear on television. The fact is, and I think I can say this because we're among friends here, none of that lot ever got to make any decisions because I wouldn't let them, and any time the networks want someone to appear on the TV, it's either me or you and your premenstrual routine.'

'Jesus,' she muttered.

JLM let the smirk drift casually from his face, let the look of superiority slide from Weirdlove's oozy visage, which took a little longer, let the near explosion of rage from Wanderlip die down.

'There's about to be a new dawn in Scotland, Winnie,' he said, and Weirdlove raised an eye at him.

'What d'you mean?' she asked.

'You can either be with us, or bow out of government, it'll be up to you,' said JLM.

'What are you talking about?' she asked with greater insistence. 'A new dawn?'

JLM did something fiddley with his hand, as if he was Gandalf or something.

'All things will be revealed in good time,' he said mystically. 'I do think, however, that the slaughter is over.'

The words fell softly from his lips. Wanderlip felt the hairs rise suddenly on the back of her neck and press against the collar of her maroon blouse. She glanced at The Amazing Mr X, but the big fella was staring out the window, away off in one of his dream worlds. She looked at Weirdlove, and the look he returned was as impenetrable as ever; and for some reason, the phrase 'the eyes of a killer' popped into her head. She shivered, turned back to JLM, who was half-smiling at her in that vacuous way of his.

She played his words back in her head. Were they just the empty hopes of a politician, hollow words meant to put her at ease? Or was there something more sinister? Was Longfellow-Moses armed with some prior knowledge? That was what she had felt, but even then, ten, fifteen seconds later, the moment was gone and the statement seemed innocent once more.

'You know something?' she asked.

JLM laughed that big, booming laugh of his. Of course, thought Wanderlip, nothing to make you laugh like all your political colleagues getting murdered.

'I'm a political animal!' he said, the voice loud on the tail of the laugh. 'You have to admit, Winnie, I'm this thing. I'm Jesse Longfellow-Moses. I'm not just the First Minister of the Scottish Executive, I'm a major player on the European stage. Schröder, Berlusconi, Blair, they've begun to look to me for wisdom and leadership.'

JLM had looked away from Wanderlip and was staring at some indistinct point on the ceiling as he spoke, and God knows what he was seeing there. Wanderlip and Weirdlove exchanged a look, but JLM's ADC remained inscrutable.

'Jesus,' he continued, 'I even had Lord bloody Robertson on the phone to me yesterday.' It had actually been Lord Roberston's private secretary, telling JLM that George was getting his hair done for the foreseeable future. 'Next week I'm off to Italy and Switzerland, and I'll be popping into Berlin on the way back. That's the position we're at, Winnie. I can just pop in to see these people. I'm a player, Winnie, a player. I'm at the top table, no question. Even Bush wants to meet me, but I'm putting him off, you know. No rush, eh? And the Pope, he's another one, but I'll tread lightly there, you know. Don't want to piss off one half of Glasgow at this stage. Leave it a while. I said to the lad, Pope, 'sorry mate, but you'll just have to wait.''

He was meandering spectacularly, as he was prone to do when he became carried away with his own august majesty. He suddenly snapped out of it, as he came down from his cloud. Looked at Winnie, and she could see that the flicker of madness was still there.

'What was I saying?' he said.

'You lost me,' she said, caustically.

'Yes, yes, champion,' he said. 'I'm a political animal, I know things, feel them in my gut. It's why I'm here and why you're just the Minister for Enterprise. Christ, Winnie, people don't even know what you mean by that. Anyway, I know you're not of my calibre, but I hope I can make you understand. I'm a political predator. I feel things, I know what's happening, even if I don't know all the facts. Do I know who's been killing off the cabinet? No, absolutely not,' he said, and she noticed the slight unconscious movement of the eyes as he said it, 'but do I genuinely believe deep down in my bollocks that these killings are over? Yes, I do. You have my word,' he added with finality and a certain triumph, his eyes once more firmly engaging hers.

Wanderlip studied his face for a few seconds as he stared at her intently. She looked at Weirdlove. She nodded her head. The hairs on the back of her neck had long since calmed down, during JLM's coronation speech, but the feeling of disquiet was still there; the room still stank of the atmosphere of unease which had pervaded since his seemingly glib statement about knowing that it was all over.

Head still nodding like a plastic dog in the back of a car, lips pursed, she walked slowly past them, opened the door and passed through into the outer office, closing the door behind her.

She let out a great sigh, then engaged the eyes of the single member of JLM's team who happened to be sitting in the office at that point.

'You the barber?' she asked.

Barney Thomson nodded.

'Suppose so,' he said, 'but if you wanted to tell me different, I'd probably be prepared to believe you.'

She closed her eyes briefly at another man speaking in riddles, then walked slowly from the office, not looking at the mural as she went.

Thrown To The Sharks

––––––––
'What about Wanderlip?'
James Eaglehawk looked up at the shark which was swimming overhead. He shivered. How thick was this glass, he wondered. How many million gallons of water were behind it? The pressures must be enormous. Day after day, week after week, months drifting into years. How often did they check these things? His mind rambled on. These places were always making cutbacks, weren't they? There's not an institution on the planet not making cutbacks. Did they put the proper manpower in place to check for cracks in the infrastructure of the tank? A systematic regime of inspections? Wasn't it inevitable that at some stage the glass would crack, the tunnel underneath the tank would fill up with water, and the people who happened to be under the aquarium at the time would either be drowned, or be eaten by the bloody great sharks that were swimming overhead? He could tell they were looking at him; one shark in particular. It cast a brazen glance at him every time it passed by. It was circling, just waiting for the first fissure to appear in the infrastructure of the glass, the first chink in the armour. Then, fucking voom! it'd be down like a shot, eating Eaglehawk for breakfast.

He shivered again, could almost hear the sound of his bones crunching as the shark bit massively into his midriff, could imagine the shark enjoying the meringue of braised guinea fowl which he'd eaten the previous night, could see the look in the shark's eye as it champed his testicles. Human testicles were probably a delicacy for these things.

'What you having today, Sharky?' one would say to another. Eaglehawk thought of sharks as speaking with Australian accents.

'Me, mate? I got lucky, cobber, I've got some human 'nads for my supper.'

'Fabulous, mate. You got any to spare?'

'Come on, mate, there's only two of them and they're pretty fuckin' tiny.'

'What?' he said, dragging his eyes away from the shark who was going to kill him, back to Conrad Vogts.

Vogts smiled.

'You're imagining the shark eating your testicles?' he said.

No one, and especially not a politician, likes to know that someone can read their innermost fears. Even the slightest hint that the façade has been breached, and you're in trouble. Good thing, then, that Vogts was an ally...

'No, no,' Eaglehawk said, completely turning his back on the shark, although he could still feel its eyes burrowing into him. 'I was just imagining swimming with them in the Caribbean or somewhere. That must be so cool.'

'Indeed,' said Vogts, seeing through the lie. And Eaglehawk knew he could see the lie, just as Vogts knew that Eaglehawk knew. Eaglehawk didn't know, however, that Vogts knew that he knew, so we can bring this thing to an end.

'What about Wanderlip?' Vogts repeated. 'Where do you see her fitting into all of this?'

A figure of authority approached them in an all-in-one. Short, bobbed blonde hair, fairly attractive.

'Gentlemen,' she said, 'could you step back onto the conveyor, please?'

Eaglehawk shot her a glance, nearly gave her a 'do you know who I am' speech. Or, more to the point, 'do you know who I'm about to be?'

'Certainly, certainly,' said Vogts, 'we only got off so that you would come and speak to us. You are very beautiful.'

'I can tell you're not Scottish,' she said, as the two men followed her instruction.

'I'm from Koblenz,' said Vogts, as he started to move away from her. 'A beautiful city on the Rhein. You must come and see it one day. We could take a cruise together. Drink wine by moonlight, watch the clouds through castle parapets, make love all night beneath the stars.'

She ostentatiously glanced down at his lunchbox and smiled.

'All night, eh? What drugs are you taking?'

'Just the opiate of your beauty,' said Vogts with a smile.

'Aye, I'm never done travelling to continental Europe,' she said, turning away as the conveyor belt began to take Vogts and Eaglehawk around a corner. But she had a wee smile on her face, no question. And the young lad coming along the belt who had heard the exchange, saw her smile and thought that he might have a go himself, if she was that easy.

'Hey, Hen,' he said, as he passed her by, and she turned to him, still smiling. 'I'm fi' Glasgow. Fancy coming doon the Clyde wi' me for a shag?'

The smile died on her face, just as the retort died on her lips when she saw the two children with their parents coming behind the lad who'd had a go. She turned away, the delight of the flirtatious moment gone, and went about her business.

Vogts turned back to Eaglehawk, still smiling. Eaglehawk had ignored the exchange, and was keeping a close eye on the shark, which he was sure was following him now that he was on the move. Was there some way the shark could get out of the tank? Maybe there wasn't a lid on it, because they assumed that the sharks couldn't climb over the sides. This bastard could, though.

'Talking of beautiful women,' said Vogts, 'what about Wanderlip?'

Eaglehawk attempted to return to the present. Shook off the presence of the shark, tried to think about Winona Wanderlip.

'She'll have to go,' said Eaglehawk in a low voice, casting glances around at the other visitors. There was no one within a few yards, however, and in any case everyone else was there to look at the fish, rather than for reasons of political intrigue. Vogts was also there to look at the fish, which was why he'd dragged Eaglehawk out to North Queensferry.

'Of all the cabinet ministers that could have been murdered, Melanie aside,' continued Eaglehawk, 'she's the one we needed taken out first. This psychopath is doing us a favour, no question, but we could've done with the loony bastard getting rid of Winnie first of all.'

'Unless,' said Vogts, and his tone made Eaglehawk forget the sharks just for a few seconds, 'she is behind it all.'

'Why?' said Eaglehawk, even though he was not at all disposed to support her in any way. 'The only person between her and the position of First Minister is Jesse. Why get rid of people who might've supported her?'

Vogts raised his eyebrows.

'Go figure, as our American friends might say,' he said. 'Women are strange creatures, and let us not pretend to ever know their thoughts. Politics is the social equivalent of a woman; no one ever knows what their political opponent, or even their political ally, is thinking. And so, a woman in politics, my God, is the most explosive of combinations. If ever there was an eruption waiting to happen, it is such a woman, and your colleague, Winnie, most certainly fits the bill.'

Eaglehawk nodded.

'Too right,' he said.

'So,' said Vogts, 'what are you going to do with her?'

Eaglehawk turned away from Vogts. Immediately found himself staring at the shark. Shuddered, turned back to Vogts, the fear still crawling over his body.

'Throw her to the bloody sharks,' said Eaglehawk, and he held Vogts's gaze for a second, then dropped his eyes. 'Let's get out of here,' he said, 'this place gives me the creeps.'

And off he charged, in search of the great outdoors.

Doubt That The Stars Are Fire

––––––––
The First Minister and his entourage were in a barber's emporium in the shopping mall in Perth. JLM had done the rounds, given his soapbox speech to an enthusiastic crowd of Japanese and American tourists who'd thought he was an actor doing a Winston Churchill impersonation for their benefit, gladhanded a few bemused passers-by who'd thought that maybe he was someone off River City or Chewin' The Fat, and finally had hit upon the idea of visiting a barber's shop, commandeering one of the chairs and getting Barney to publicly perform on his hair.
Barney had no problem with this, except for the obvious point, that there was very, very little he could actually do to JLM's hair.

There were four chairs set up, a busy little establishment, three barbers working away as JLM held court, the junior barber turfed aside to sit and read the paper while Barney applied a blunt razor to the back of JLM's scalp.

'You can't underestimate the importance of a quality men's hairstylist,' said JLM, approximately his fifteenth platitude since arriving in the shop.

As with the fourteen previous examples of banality, the other three barbers completely ignored him. There was the usual strained atmosphere that pervades any establishment during the visit of an unwanted dignitary. The commonplace conversational topics, from St Johnstone's footballing travails, to whether Rangers and Celtic should head off and join the English Premiership or a more appropriate league like the Small-Minded Sectarian Self-Possessed Filled With Mediocre Foreign Talent And Shite At Football Conference, and from the Fatty Arbuckle theory on why it takes four men to insert a light bulb up someone's arse, to lengthy discussions on naturalistic fallacy and the error of defining good in empirical terms, were cast aside, to be replaced by discomfort and reticence.

One of the barbers had asked Barney what the Hell he intended to do to JLM's hair, given the shortness of it, and Barney had replied absolutely bugger all, it's all about fooling the customer and making them think they're having good done to them. After which the barbers had viewed Barney with a little less animosity, realising that he was being dragged around in JLM's absurd wake, rather than being a driving force behind the man's delusions.

So, the shop went about its business, as JLM pronounced on a variety of vacuous points; the perfect politician.

'They say that getting your hair cut by another man is only one step up from chimps picking fleas out of each other's hair,' said JLM. 'But they're wrong!'

One of the customers almost asked who 'they' were, because he'd never heard anyone say that before, but decided that silence was the better part of curiosity. He was in the middle of having a rather dubious Russell Crowe, Gladiator visited upon him. The other two customers currently being attended to were being given respectively an Oliver Reed, Gladiator, and a Third Tiger From The Left, Gladiator. (The shop was doing a special Gladiator weekend. To tie in with the whole thing, Barney had decided he was giving JLM an Unnamed Baldy Man In The Coliseum Crowd, Gladiator.)

The Amazing Mr X stood at the door, looking up and down the shopping mall, the people once more decked out for cold weather, the young ladies, who two days before had been baring substantial amounts of flesh, now totally covered up in polyunsaturated clothes of various descriptions. X was disappointed.

'Gillete, Wilkinson Sword, oh yes,' said JLM. 'Makers of fine razors, the pair of them. Absolutely.'

And so JLM went on, as Barney took a strangely long time to not cut his hair. He was rather enjoying the comfort and safety of the barber's shop, which he hadn't expected. But here he was, back where he had spent most of his working life – possibly – and feeling very much at home. The smell, the stillness, the relaxed atmosphere, albeit a relaxed atmosphere compromised by the presence of the First Minister. He felt at home. Back in the saddle. He was an F-15 pilot, having spent years in double wing exhibition jobs at air shows, back at the controls of a fighter. He was Good King Richard, back from the crusades, ready to kick Prince John's arse. He was East Berlin after the Wall had fallen. He was Clint Eastwood in Space Cowboys. He was Bill Clinton after he put the Monica thing behind him. Well, let's not get carried away.

However, he couldn't drag it out for ever, and eventually Parker Weirdlove returned from a brief shopping expedition for some delicious pink embroidered underwear, to inform JLM that he was falling behind the curve and had better be getting a move on. Barney wrapped up the cut, which wasn't hard seeing as he hadn't done anything, and off they went.

*** 

Barney got back to Edinburgh a little after three, having been dismissed before JLM's duties were over, JLM having pronounced that his hair was 'solid' for the day. Barney couldn't face his room, and had retreated to the World's End to hide behind a bottle of beer and some nuts. He'd discovered something else while in the Perth shopping mall, a fact that related to all these stories he'd been told about his puff, and he wanted to think about it over a large amount of alcohol.

Had spent a quiet hour or two contemplating his past and what to do about his future, when he was approached by two men seasonally attired in long coats and dour expressions, clutching large pints of lager in their cool fingers.

Solomon and Kent.

'Mind if we join you?' said Solomon, sitting down at Barney's table.

Barney smiled and waved the appropriate hand. Kent followed and both he and Solomon took long drinks from the watering hole.

'Nothing new for you today, I'm afraid,' said Barney. 'Although I did overhear the tail end of a conversation on the Nash Equilibrium which might interest you.'

'I doubt it,' said Solomon. 'I don't even know what that is.'

'Economics theory, apparently,' said Barney.

'Outstanding,' said Solomon. 'Who gives a shit? If you want to get into casual chit-chat, I'll be willing to discuss Tom & Jerry, but beyond that I'm not much of a conversationalist.'

'Ain't that the truth,' said Kent.

'Zip it, wise guy,' said Solomon.

'I never liked the Cat Concerto, for all the plaudits it got,' said Barney.

'I hear you, pal,' said Solomon.

'At least it got away from the sickening violence and depravity of some of the others,' interjected Kent.

'Listen to him,' said Solomon. 'Sergeant Kent's a bit of a girl sometimes. Anyway, we're not here to talk about T&J. We've got a little bit of a heads up, thought you might like to see if you can dig up a bit more.'

Barney nodded, tapped into some more beer nuts. Sat back, defensively folded his arms, offered himself up for negotiation.

'After I'd finished with you last night,' said Solomon, 'I had a few things to do, finally got around to your girlfriend's room at about two o'clock this morning. Thought I might as well be ballsy and rang the bell. Nobody home. So I decided to wait around.'

'Hid in a cupboard,' said Kent.

'Yeah, whatever,' mumbled Solomon.

'Like he was a broom or cleaning fluid,' said Kent.

'He gets the picture.'

'The DCI's found his place at last,' said Kent, smiling.

'Are you finished or am I going to have to put your face in a food blender?'

'I'm finished,' said Kent, easily. Fairly confident that Solomon would never actually do the food blender thing.

'Anyway, if I can continue the narrative. About ten minutes later, she shows up. The coroner reckons that both Benderhook and the other guy were stiffed by then, so she ain't off the hook. And here's the interesting thing. She was not alone. After your little night out with the girl, she was obviously feeling a bit lonely about the fact that she didn't get into your Homer Simpson boxers, you know what I'm saying?'

'Go on,' said Barney, a little warily, first signs of jealousy, to go with his regret at landing Blackadder with police surveillance.

'She was with another one of your crowd,' said Solomon, 'which is no surprise, as there's got to be no end of little shenanigans going on between the lot of you.'

'Weirdlove?' said Barney. Had had his suspicions.

'Even better,' said Kent.

'Like you were there, smart arse?' said Solomon. 'The priest guy.'

'Father Michael?' said Barney, surprised. So the guy did do more with his life than look at ridiculous depictions of JLM as Christ.

'That's the guy,' said Solomon.

'It was him who first doubted Dr Blackadder to me,' said Barney.

'Well,' said Solomon, 'who knows? Maybe he was giving her spiritual counselling because he's worried about her.'

'At two in the morning?' said Barney.

'Exactamundo. More likely he was banging her senseless. You and I both know that that whole priest celibacy thing is on its last legs. Anyway, some time after three she kicks him out, kissed her on the doorstep, the usual routine. She closes the door on him, and I think, shit it's three in the morning, I'll let her go. See what the old priest is up to, because if there's one thing more suspicious than a psychiatrist creeping around at three in the morning, it's a fucking priest creeping around at three in the morning. Right?'

Not as suspicious as a grown man hiding in a cupboard, thought Barney.

'Exactamundo,' he said, instead.

'So, he doesn't go far, your priest buddy. Walks along the corridor, goes into his own room. I checked this morning where you all are. Right little hotel you've all got to yourselves there, eh? I just chance it, wait a while to see if he'll re-emerge. Police instinct you see. I knew not to wait around for the doc, I knew that the priest would come back out. So, ten minutes, fifteen, twenty, about to give up, when, here he comes, walking down the street. Hullo! it's our friend the old shagger himself. Father whatsisname. And where should he go to this time, but to the room of the other fucking medico, or whatever these women are.'

'Louise Farrow?' said Barney.

Hadn't thought much about Louise Farrow, perhaps because his gut instinct told him that she was the one who was telling the truth about his past.

'Precisamundo,' said Kent.

'Listen to that fucking idiot,' said Solomon. 'Precisamundo. Yeah, Louise Farrow, the GP. I starts snooping around outside, into various rooms using the old skeleton key. Brought the old guts into play to make sure I didn't walk in on anyone. Found a room directly opposite the doc's. The girl hadn't shut her bedroom curtains, I'm telling you, and what is that all about? She and the priest were going at it like fucking elephants. You know what it was like?'

'Can't begin to imagine,' said Barney.

'It was like watching TV with the volume turned down, you know. I could see her wee face screaming and yelling in pleasure. She loved it.'

'You stayed and watched, did you?' said Barney.

'Hell, yes,' said Solomon. 'Miss a show like that?'

Barney nodded.

'So,' said Barney, 'what are you saying here?'

'I'm saying nothing, Batman,' said Solomon. 'I'm just giving you a little information about your priest guy, that's all. I can't give you a clue about how to do it, but see what you can find out. There's clearly a lot of shit going on in that little fraternity of yours, this is just giving you a little more of a pointer in the direction you should maybe be headed.'

Barney nodded, drank some beer, stared at the floor. Had a mind to tell them about the note he'd received that morning. If this was a movie he'd be sitting there shouting at the character to tell the police about the frigging note, yet here he was, and he knew he wasn't going to mention it.

'But really,' said Barney, 'why should a priest and a doctor sleeping together have anything to do with the cabinet getting murdered?'

Solomon lifted his pint, which he'd hardly touched, and drained it in one smooth and quick gulp. Swallowed, belched massively into the back of his hand, placed the glass back on the table.

'Call it police intuition, Barn,' he said. Kent made a face beside him. 'When you've spent as long as I have doing this stuff, things begin to add up. Is there an automatic connection between the two? No. But all I can see is that the cabinet is getting murdered, which is a bit fucking odd, and on the other hand, there's a priest and a doctor having outrageous sex, not long after the priest has very likely knobbed a psychiatrist, and that's also a bit fucking odd. When you've got two seemingly unrelated fucking odd things going on, there's a fair shout that they're not as unrelated as you thought they were in the first place. You know what I'm saying?'

Made sense, in a roundabout kind of way.

'I'll see what I can do,' said Barney.

'Perfectamundo,' said Kent.

Solomon slung him a look.

'Are you taking the piss, or are you just an idiot?' he asked.

'I think it's sweet that you can't tell the difference,' said Kent.

Solomon looked at him with scorn, shrugged his eyebrows at Barney.

'Right, we're outta here,' he said.

'You want to tell me something first?' said Barney.

He trusted Solomon, felt sure he would get an honest answer from him to an honest question.

'Go on,' said Solomon. 'But be quick about it.'

'That story you told me about the brain thing,' said Barney. 'Bullshit?'

Solomon smiled.

'Total,' he said. 'How d'you work it out?'

'Why d'you do it?' said Barney.

'Tell you the lie?' said Solomon. 'Just took a chance, you know. Yours is a pretty fucking weird situation, just thought we'd try to exploit it a bit to get you on our side.'

'Thanks,' said Barney.

'You never actually believed it though?' said Solomon.

'Nah,' said Barney, which was the truth.

Solomon stood up, lifted his glass to drain the last drops of it.

'How'd you find out?' he asked.

'Doesn't matter,' said Barney.

'Don't suppose it does,' said Solomon. 'You'll let us know in the usual manner,' he added.

'Sure,' said Barney.

Solomon walked off. Kent quickly downed some more of his lager, nodded at Barney, and followed his superior from the bar. Barney watched them go, then leant back in his chair, bottle in hand.

So Louise Farrow was at it as well? He downed some more beer, stared at the table, wondered where it was all going to end. Fair enough, no reason for her not to be having relations when the rest of them were at it.

And just because she was sleeping with a priest, did not mean that the story she had told Barney about his past had been a false one. Especially when Barney had found several copies of Barney Thomson: Urban Legend in a remainder bookshop in Perth. That he definitely did not look anything like the Barney of old had been verified; which had left only Solomon's story out of the others which could've been true. And the final nail had just been firmly hammered into that one.

Barney Takes Confession

––––––––
Barney stayed in the bar for the rest of the afternoon and into early evening. Sank a few beers, had a medallion of sea bass, with Norwegian potatoes and an aperture of water melon, which was tasty enough. Finally left at a little after seven, time to go home and get changed and have a shower. If he was going to get murdered at all during this clandestine meeting, he didn't want it to happen while he stank of cigarette smoke and alcohol.
He arrived back in his room, stripped, showered, got dressed in one of the Veron Veron inspired Chinese outfits and plonked himself down in a seat to listen to In The Cool, Cool, Cool Of The Evening, before venturing out into the cool, cool, cool of another early autumn's evening in Edinburgh. Visiting the Parliament Assembly building on a Thursday night, there would be a queue of security guards wondering what he was up to, and the same would go for whoever it was who had invited him there. So good chance he wasn't actually going to get garrotted or impaled on some spike or other.

*** 

James Eaglehawk spent Thursday evening in a hotel room out near the airport. His wife was at home, minding the children, parked in front of Jurassic Park V, with a pint of cider and some Kettle chips. Herr Vogts had instructed Eaglehawk to excuse himself to her for the evening, the easiest thing on the planet for a politician to do, and to get around to this hotel. There would be a wee present there, he said, to cement their friendship, a confirmation of the brave new world that lay ahead for them both as part of this great alliance.

Eaglehawk had arrived to find several dossiers laid out on the bed. They were each marked accordingly, depending on which scandal against Jesse Longfellow-Moses they provided firm evidence of. Hookergate – sworn testimony that not only had JLM been aware of his secretary's business practice, but that he had also availed himself of those services, and had then conspired in her murder when she had threatened to sell her story; damning evidence, including photographs and DNA samples. (Even after checking in the first folder, Eaglehawk was laughing in amazement, wondering where Vogts had got hold of killer stuff like this.) Disneygate – a video tape of a speech JLM had given seven years previously, where he'd denounced Disney as prophets of evil. World Cup 2014gate – documented proof of discussions between JLM and the Faroes government to intentionally sink their own bid. Entouragegate – written evidence of JLM's team and their cost to the taxpayer. Taxgate – corroboration of the extensive tax avoidance measures which JLM had taken over the previous ten years or so, defrauding the Inland Revenue of over £300K. Godgate – tape of a conversation JLM had had with Father Michael, where they had jointly dismissed the Bible as 'the Disney of its times'. Rwandagate – evidence that JLM had applied pressure to the Herald to stop them running the story of the suspected war criminal living in Glasgow. Shaggate – substantiation of other affairs of JLM's, some where he'd paid for the pleasure, some where he hadn't.

It was never ending, file after file of doom, enough to sink a phalanx of First Ministers, not just the one. Eaglehawk couldn't even bring himself to read it all, it was all so glorious. He just fell onto the centre of the bed and lay there, crying with laughter. JLM was finished, absolutely dyed-in-the-bollocks finished. Eaglehawk could feel the glory of it in all the senses in his body. It was as if he'd snorted every known mind-blowing substance at once. He was floating, absolutely bloody floating. Flying high above JLM, and pishing on him from the loftiest height possible. He was in the stratosphere, JLM was in the mud, and he was going to dump on the bastard, and grind him into the slime and muck, so that he would become indistinguishable with it. JLM would become part of the suppurating ooze of the world, the repellent fetid gunk, as one with the rancid decaying pus. And he would leave him there to fester, and when the sun finally came out and once again shone on Jesse Longfellow-Moses, it would serve only to dry him up and turn him to dust. And in the end JLM would be blown away with the wind.

James Eaglehawk cackled hysterically.

'Fuck you, Jesse!' he shouted. 'Fuck you!'

There was a knock at the door. The laugh caught in Eaglehawk's throat.

He sat up, looked at the papers strewn around him on the bed, like rose petals strewn before a king. The knock came again. Relaxed, casual, inviting.

He got off the bed, heart beating even faster than before. What next? What other dreams could Herr Vogts have come up with? He opened the door.

There were two women, early twenties. One blonde, one Chinese. Wearing long overcoats and too much make-up.

'Hi,' said the blonde. 'My name's Willing.'

'And my name's Able,' said the Chinese girl.

Eaglehawk gasped, more or less.

'Where's Ready?' he asked with a smile, and Leslie Phillips couldn't have delivered the line better.

'We were hoping that'd be you,' said Able, wickedly.

'Ah,' he sort of croaked. 'Do come in,' he added, without the slightest hint of hesitation. A brief picture of Mrs Eaglehawk flashed through his head, but it was of a woman content with her lot, her cider and her video, and it had vanished as soon as it'd appeared.

The women smooched past him, brushing their hands against his genitals as they went. He shuddered at the touch, closed the door behind them, turned to face the room. He swallowed, couldn't believe the luck of what was about to happen. What a friend he had in Herr Vogts!

Willing and Able shrugged off their long overcoats, which fell at their feet, and Eaglehawk feasted his eyes on two fabulously horny women in incredibly tacky underwear. Then he walked slowly forward, into the lion's den, and buried his face deep in his own destruction.

*** 

Barney opened the door to Conference Room 12 and walked in. Closed the door behind him, looked around the room. A large table in the centre, maybe twenty chairs around it. The usual whiteboards and projectors set up at one end, a table with a water cooler and coffee machine at the other. There was a beautiful hush, like walking into a chapel an hour before the service.

He walked to the window and looked out over the low central building, the leaf windows of the roof brightly illuminated. Two nights ago at this time, the evening had been muggy and warm. Now that the summer was over for another nine months, the evening seemed so much darker, the clouds heavy and threatening, the air cold.

He wasn't nervous. He didn't know if he was even interested. Had given it consideration while he'd sat in the bar, but the thoughts hadn't amounted to much. Presumably the message had referred to the murders. Presumably he'd been summoned because someone knew that he was involved with the police; it appeared to be, after all, a fairly open secret.

If he had to guess he would've gone for Veron Veron because the man had almost been invisible. They had all come to see him at some point, they'd all put in their tuppence ha'penny's worth. Who he was, where he had come from, who was behind the murders, why Napoleon invaded Russia when he did, why the Everley Brothers fell out over a bag of doughnuts live on stage in 1974. An endless series of pronouncements and opinions masquerading as facts.

All except Veron Veron, the joker in the pack.

The door opened. No Willing and Able here.

Barney turned, resigned. Here we go. Could hear himself being told he was in a Truman Show situation. His whole existence was a set-up for the television audience. Maybe the murders were all being committed for TV too. Just a bit of fun. Would it be all that far removed from what actually happened these days?

Father Michael closed the door and stepped into the room. Makes sense, thought Barney. The messenger returns with more news from the front.

'Mr Thomson,' said Father Michael. The same trepidation as before. As if he'd been called before God to account for his actions.

'Michael,' said Barney. 'What have you got for me today?'

Michael walked further into the room, round the conference table, came and stood beside Barney at the window. He looked out over the joyless grey skies of Edinburgh.

'The weather has changed,' said Michael.

Barney turned and followed the priest's gaze out over the city. To the west the clouds were darker still, worse yet to come.

'You've been standing outside all day to think of that one,' said Barney, caustically. 'Why am I here?' he added, voice cold.

It was a Thursday night and he had better things to do. Like sit in a bar getting drunk, or sit at home watching prodigiously awful survival shows on television hosted by former sports stars.

'The killing is over,' said Michael.

His eyes turned down, his fingers toyed with each other, tapping lightly against the glass.

'How can you be so sure?' asked Barney.

Michael hesitated in reply. He wasn't about to tell Barney the truth, and he was no politician. Lies and prevarication did not come so easily to him.

'It's over, that's all that's important,' he said. 'There will be no more death, tell that to your police contacts.'

'I'm sure they'll be delighted,' said Barney.

'I understand,' said Michael, then further hesitation as he considered his words, 'I know, I realise that they will want to bring someone to justice for these crimes, but tell them. Let them know that at the very least they will not happen again.'

'Whoop-de-doo and bad-a-bing,' said Barney. 'Only eight down, that's not important. There are a hundred and fifty deaths in Scotland every day, so what are eight more, eh?'

'That's not what I'm saying,' said Michael.

'Yes it is,' said Barney. 'And you're right, after all. Life, death, it's all one big bag. Particularly from your point of view when you don't actually think you're dying anyway. So, there were maybe 50,000 deaths in Scotland last year. What's another eight?'

'Well, yes,' said Father Michael, snapping just a little. Exasperated at Barney's tone. 'You could say that. Especially when some of them deserved to die.'

'Ah,' said Barney. 'Fine words for a priest.'

Father Michael closed his eyes, breathed deeply. This wasn't going well, but what had he expected? That Barney Thomson would be as spineless as he himself?

'Tell me why you're so sure,' said Barney, 'and I might speak to them.'

'I can't,' said Michael.

Barney nodded. Another unreliable witness.

'Fine,' he said, and he turned his back – that's how confident he was – and began to walk around the conference table. Waiting for Michael to say something else, because he would not have called him up here at this time in the evening for something as ineffectual as this. The man knew something, and he wanted to give the police some information, be it the truth or a false trail.

'Stop,' said Michael on cue, as Barney reached the door.

Barney turned.

'I don't want to hear any more crap,' he said.

'It's Blackadder,' said Michael. 'Dr Blackadder.'

'That'll be as opposed to Professor Blackadder, or Blackadder the Clown,' said Barney.

'It's not something to be facetious about,' snapped Michael. 'She's a killer. A cold-blooded killer. She's killed them all.'

'Blackadder the Killer,' said Barney, holding his arms up in a banner headline. 'Hannibal Blackadder. Buffalo Blackadder. Rebecca Bates. Rebecca Krueger.'

'My God!' shouted Michael. 'This is no joke! How can you say these things? It pains me to tell you this and you mock me. Mock me! Rebecca is a dear woman. I don't know her well, but she has confessed to me. Don't you understand? I have taken her confession. By telling you this I'm breaking my vows.'

'That must've been hard for you,' said Barney dryly.

Michael came forward, leant on the table, palms of his hands flat out.

'It is, Mr Thomson, it is!' he cried. 'This is the most awful position for me, can't you understand? But I know the killing is over. I thought maybe we could leave it at that. I accept the monstrous nature of her crimes, but I thought by letting the police know that there would be no more killing, perhaps it would be allowed to pass, that my betrayal of her trust would not be revealed.'

He looked imploringly across the table. The desperate words of a desperate man.

'What about God?' said Barney.

'What about him?' said Michael, standing straighter, bit of a wee worried look in his eyes.

'Aren't you concerned,' said Barney, 'about God? Even if Rebecca didn't know you had betrayed her, even if the police never knew you'd broken your vows, surely God would know?'

This, as they say in The Broons, put Michael's gas at a peep. Had he been a politician, had he been Jesse Longfellow-Moses or Tony Blair or Gerhard Schröder or George Bush, he would immediately have started spouting shite, smooth and easy like a blowhole on top of a sewerage. But he was a priest; not that he wasn't used to talking shite or anything, but it was all carefully prepared shite. Off the cuff stuff was a totally different matter.

'God?' said Michael, as if mentioning the name of someone he hadn't thought of before.

'Your boss,' said Barney.

'God will forgive me,' said Michael, quickly. 'He will understand.'

Barney smiled. Not like an agent of the Lord to come up with a cosy answer. All the bloody same.

'And what about the fact that you're shagging Rebecca?' said Barney. 'How's the big fella going to feel about that?'

Time stopped. The bell tolled. Father Michael's mouth opened slightly; his tongue edged out onto his bottom lip. The inside of his mouth went dry. Goose bumps broke out over his body; he shivered them away.

Barney watched with a kind of detached amusement. On the edge looking in, unlike some of his previous adventures, when he'd been stuck in the bloody middle of it all. He couldn't really have cared less. He didn't know for a fact that Michael was sleeping with Blackadder. A kiss at their door at two in the morning wasn't exactly proof. But the reaction he'd just given to the charge was confession enough. Decided to hold back the charge of sleeping with Louise Farrow until a further appropriate moment.

Michael said nothing. Barney shrugged. Turned his back again, opened the door.

'It was me,' said Michael, a little more convincingly this time, voice quiet.

'What?' said Barney.

'It was me,' he said. 'I murdered those politicians. I've got some things. I can prove it.'

Barney stayed halfway out the door. Wouldn't have believed anything that Michael told him now. But if he was telling the truth, then it was out of Barney's hands. He wasn't going to absolve the man of his crimes.

'You must've been interviewed by the police at some point in the last few days,' said Barney.

Michael nodded.

'Right then,' said Barney. 'They'll have left you a contact number. You know what to do.'

Michael stared silently. Beginning to sweat; hot under the dog collar. Dry tongue emerged again to lick drier lips. His nostrils flared. He swallowed.

'Did you really do it?' said Barney.

'Yes,' Michael responded quickly.

'Nice of you to try and stiff Rebecca then,' said Barney. 'Very Christian.'

Michael said nothing. Barney turned away, stepped from Conference Room 12, closed the door and walked away along the corridor.

Bloody religion, he mumbled as he went. He could remember everything about that.

Fortune Favours The Munificent

––––––––
Jesse Longfellow-Moses burst dramatically into the sitting room, waving a blank piece of paper thrillingly in his hand. Classic kid in a sweetie shop expression on his face; that look of innocent excitement with the unbelievably trivial, the look that men never lose, and women never have in the first place. Boy's stuff.
Minnie was watching some trashy erotic thriller on Channel 5, with a name like Lethal Fatality, Mortal Casualty or Fatal Death, and pretended not to notice him.

'Champion!' bellowed JLM. 'Absolute bloody champion!'

She looked away from the cheesy music playing over two naked, soft focus, wrestling bodies, by an open fire in LA in the height of summer.

'Won the lottery?' she said, half an eyebrow raised. Christ, she thought, there are so many better things I could be doing on a weekday night. So many more interesting people to be with.

'Better than that!' he said, standing between her and the television, forcing her to pay attention. 'Better than bloody that!' he repeated, and still the wonderful enthusiasm was in his voice.

She looked up at him; remembered with little regret the times when she had been amused by his boyish enthusiasms, had even found them attractive. But now? Now she had no time for them. And what man was any different? Shallow, pathetic and weak. That was what made women so much more interesting company.

'You have my undivided,' she said, as he more or less hadn't given her the choice.

'You know Larry Bellows?' he said.

She looked at him in much the way he deserved. Everybody knew Larry Bellows. In fact, the only person in the country who had his head stuck so far up his own backside that he might not know Larry Bellows, was JLM himself.

'Yes,' she said.

'Tomorrow night!' said JLM with triumph.

'How d'you mean that?' asked Minnie. 'Larry Bellows is always on on a Friday night.'

'No,' said JLM, waving the paper on which he was about to start making notes, as if it contained vital information, 'us. You, me, the cabinet, the team. They want to do us! Isn't it absolutely champion?'

'What are you talking about?' she said disdainfully. 'How are they going to do us? They set these things up months in advance. Do all sorts of planning.'

'Not today, Zurg!' he said. 'They've had a cancellation for tomorrow. They were supposed to be doing one of the scabby royals, apparently, but they've thrown their teddy in the corner and pulled the plug. They've been unable to pull forward anyone from the next few weeks, so they're looking for an interesting subject at short notice.'

The voice was still racing along at the speed of light, the wee kid trying to tell his mum and dad all about the goals he'd scored that afternoon for the Cub football team.

'National TV,' he said. 'National bollocking TV. The whole of Britain, isn't it bloody champion?'

'You're kidding me, right?' she said. But she knew he wasn't. JLM loved this stuff. Larry Bellows was an American talk show host contracted to the BBC for a few months to do behind-the-scenes docu-crap that went out live on a Friday evening. It was usually the Royal family or A-list celebs. Christ, thought Minnie, they must really have been struggling for business to stoop to Jesse Longfellow-Moses.

'This is wonderful,' said JLM. 'A national audience. Millions of people. That show got twenty-one million people when they did Posh & Becks. Twenty-one million! You imagine what it'll be like. We could have twenty-one million people listening to my vision for Scotland and for Europe. And the world, goddammit.' His face suddenly lit up even more. 'The world!' he said. 'BBC Prime, digital whatever, Christ, whatever it is they're doing these days. People all around the world are going to be listening to me. Me! Jesse Longfellow-Moses. One man! One dream! One vision!'

Minnie smiled. Did the man's conceit know no bounds? Well, of course it didn't, she knew that better than anyone else.

'It'll be a proud moment in your life,' she said dryly.

'Proud?' ejaculated JLM. 'It'll be a damn sight more than proud. Bloody magnificent. It'll be my Trafalgar, my Bannockburn, my Waterloo!'

'Would that be your Wellington's Waterloo or your Napoleon's Waterloo,' she asked.

'This is our chance for the name Jesse Longfellow-Moses to become synonymous with world statesmanship. Television is the new war, and this is my chance at glory!'

Minnie nodded. Very impressive. The viewers of the world would be geeked.

'If television is the new war, what's war then?' she sighed.

'There's not a person in any land on the planet will not know the name Longfellow-Moses,' he said, ignoring her.

'War is the new peace,' she said, staring at the floor.

'I'll be JFK. I'll be Martin Luther King, I'll be Frank Sinatra. Chairman Mao.'

'War is the new ice cream.'

'We have to grasp this moment, seize the ruddy day! Carpe diem! Bloody Hell, I shall be magnificent tomorrow night. The world will be wowed by my munificence, my vision, my poetry. God, what an opportunity.'

'War is the new pink,' she said, then decided she should shut up. Might as well let the man get carried away by the weight of his own bum fluff.

'Right,' he said, suddenly considering practicalities. 'We have to mobilise the troops. We need to get Weirdlove, start working out who we need, what kind of set-up we're going to have.'

'Bloody champion,' he added, as he turned and marched from the room, still doing a Neville Chamberlain with the piece of paper.

Minnie watched him go, had a little flutter that she too was going to be on worldwide television, did not give in to it, at least, not yet, then turned back to the latest shenanigans on the Channel 5 movie. Two women this time, and she settled further down into her seat, for the best two minutes of the evening.

The Usual Roll Call Of Late Night Visitors

––––––––
Barney was safe in his room, channel surfing. Had briefly stopped on the same tripe as Minnie Longfellow-Moses, but on the whole was giving no show more than a minute and a half. On autopilot, zipping through the wonders of digital entertainment. Beach volleyball, stock car racing, Brazilian soap opera, documentary, docu-soap, docu-drama, docu-sport, docu-sex, docu-documentary, game shows, quiz shows, blooper shows, gardening and cooking and makeover and decorating. All utter, utter bollocks.
As ever, when Barney was sitting alone in his room, there was a knock at the door. He turned, looked at the time, a quarter to eleven, shook his head.

'Should just leave the bloody door open,' he mumbled, as he got up. 'Or put a sign up. Enter All Ye Who Pass Within A Hundred Yards. Hang Around. Make Yourself At Home. Get On My Tits.'

He opened the door. It was Tom & Jerry.

'Hi,' said Solomon, walking straight passed Barney. Kent followed, nodding his greeting with a slight facial movement.

'Come in,' said Barney. 'Nothing I like more on a Thursday evening than some Loony Tunes.'

Solomon stopped abruptly so that Kent walked into the back of him.

'Listen, cowboy,' he said, 'if you're thinking of the two of us as Tom & Jerry, that's as may be, I don't give a shit. But T&J were MGM, not fucking Loony Tunes. You got that?'

Barney held up his hands in a placatory gesture. He closed the door and leant back against it. Didn't want to walk back into the heart of the room, sit down, get comfortable. Didn't want this to last.

'Where were you between eight and nine tonight?' said Solomon abruptly. It was late, Solomon had been called away from a night of potential loving, and he was in no mood for messing around either. Something which Barney sensed, and so he did not even consider artifice of any sort. He wasn't about to start protecting Father Michael. What did he care about any of them?

'I was in the Assembly building,' he said.

'Too bloody right you were,' said Solomon. 'Caught by more fucking cameras than Kylie Minogue when she gets her arse out. You want to tell us what you were doing?'

'I received a note inviting me,' said Barney.

'Oh, very fucking clever,' said Solomon. 'You didn't want to tell us about it earlier?'

Barney shrugged. Wasn't going to allow them to put him on the defensive.

'Didn't know who it was from, what it was about. It could've been anything,' he said. 'I don't have to tell you every time I go for a shit.'

'Yeah, very nice, cowboy,' said Solomon. 'Can we take it you went to see the religious comedian, Father Michael?'

Barney nodded. It was inevitable that they'd know who else was there. More cameras than on Kylie Minogue's arse after all.

'Aye,' he said, but didn't volunteer any more information.

'Well,' said Solomon, 'you might like to consider that if you'd told us the fuck what was going on, Father Michael might still be alive.'

Barney's head dropped back against the door. Jesus, another one. And not a politician this time. It was spreading. Had he cared about Father Michael? Not in the least, but if he could've acted differently so that he might still be alive, then that was something to regret.

'You think I killed him?' asked Barney, raising his head, although the possibility did not bother him in the least.

'We know you didn't,' said Kent, sticking his wee nose into the conversation for the first time.

'He jumped from the roof. Enough people saw him before he took the final plummet for us to know it wasn't murder. Note in his own handwriting in his jacket pocket.'

'Oh,' said Barney. 'What did it say?'

'What did he tell you?' asked Solomon quickly.

Barney breathed in. Should he further implicate Blackadder? Why bother? The last thing Michael had said was to implicate himself, and just because Barney hadn't believed a word of it, didn't mean he couldn't share the knowledge as if it might've been true.

'Said that he'd committed these murders,' said Barney.

Solomon nodded.

'Right enough,' he said, 'that's what he wrote in his note. Confessed to it all. Did you believe him?'

Barney shrugged.

'No reason not to,' he said.

'Very well,' said Solomon. 'Told us where to find the bodies of the victims. We've already unearthed Malcolm and that Benderhook clown. Others'll take a bit longer. Bottom of the sea, most of them, apparently. Anyway, we've checked out his place, there's no end of incriminating evidence.'

'He say why he did it?' asked Barney, a little curious at last. Very surprised to hear that Father Michael actually had proof of his own guilt.

Solomon raised an eyebrow. Kent took advantage of the gap in conversation.

'God told him,' he said.

'Ah,' said Barney. 'What better reason could he give?'

'It's bullshit,' said Solomon.

'You think he's covering for someone?' asked Barney.

'As sure as a horse's knackers, he's covering for someone,' said Solomon.

'Nah,' said Kent, 'you can read all sorts of things into it, but I reckon he did it. We're clear.'

Solomon slung him a sideways glance, looked back at Barney.

'Maybe,' said Solomon, 'maybe not. Who the fuck knows? We'll have to do a bit more investigation, despite what Clark Kent here thinks.'

'God, here we go with the Clark Kent jokes again,' muttered Kent.

'Did he say anything else?' said Solomon. 'Why did he call you up there in the first place?'

Barney held his gaze. Look 'em straight in the eye and they'll never know you're lying.

'Maybe he felt the need to confess before killing himself,' he said.

'Why not do it to a priest, then?' retorted Solomon. 'Barbers used to taking confessions, are they?'

'All the time,' said Barney quickly. Then he relaxed, took the edge from the conversation. 'Look, I don't know. Maybe he felt embarrassed about going to a priest. Maybe he wanted to confess but didn't want to be judged.'

'You'd think God would judge him,' said Solomon flatly.

'Not if God told him to commit the murders in the first place,' Kent chipped in.

Solomon grumbled and moved towards the door. Barney stepped out of the way.

'Expect you'll have to answer a few questions to the investigating team tomorrow,' said Solomon. 'It could be all over, or it could be still out there, waiting to come back and grab us by the shorts. We'll see. In the meantime, you shouldn't have to employ too much guile to ask the others about him, see what they come up with. Blackadder and Farrow in particular, seeing as they were both shagging the bloke.'

They stood at the door, waiting to see if Barney would volunteer anything further. They could've waited all night. Solomon turned, walked out into the hall, Kent at his heals.

'He didn't mention Blackadder at all when you saw him, did he?' said Solomon, stopping, casting one last significant look his way. 'You know, he implicated her a couple of days ago. Maybe he's covering for her.'

Barney shook his head, betrayed nothing. If there was more information to be discovered about Dr Blackadder, he would take care of it himself.

'Nothing,' he said.

Solomon nodded. Kent nodded. Solomon turned away and walked off down the corridor, Kent in his wake. Barney closed the door, stood inside looking at the confines of his prison, then began wandering around the room turning off the electrical appliances.

*** 

He was garbed in rich blue Chinese style pyjamas, about to get into bed, teeth cleaned and face shinier than a pair of scissors, when there was another knock at the door.

He looked at the bed, warm and inviting, the sheets calling to him, much in the way that they do, then he turned and trudged through the apartment, mumbling, 'Pain in the arse,' as he went. Opened the door to find Parker Weirdlove.

'What?' said Barney.

'We need to talk,' said Weirdlove, and he pushed past Barney and stormed into the room.

Barney turned, left the door open, wondered about smacking Weirdlove on the mouth, but decided that electric blue pj's designed by Veron Veron were not a fitting outfit for getting into a fight.

'What?' he said again.

'Close the door,' barked Weirdlove, who was back in full blown arse-kicking mode.

'You were just leaving,' said Barney, not following his instruction.

Weirdlove thought about getting into a heated discussion, but decided that he couldn't have a serious argument with a man in electric blue pj's.

'You've heard of Larry Bellows,' said Weirdlove, as a matter of fact.

'No,' said Barney.

'Talk show host,' said Weirdlove. 'Cutting edge. American. Great hair. He does behind-the-scenes stuff with A-list celebs and royals. Charles and Camilla, Posh and Becks, McCartney and Heather, the Blairs, you know, the usual suspects. They're doing JLM tomorrow night.'

'So,' said Barney, 'where does he fit into the A-list celebs and royals categories exactly?'

Weirdlove gave him an 'I'm not answering that' look.

'We're doing the show, that's it. Not just Jesse and Minnie, but all his staff, X, me, the docs, you, the lot of us,' he said.

'But not Michael,' said Barney, dryly.

Weirdlove hesitated.

'You heard about that, eh? Well, the timing's not great, the guy could've been instantly the best known priest in Scotland.'

'You don't think it's at all questionable,' said Barney, 'to be doing a documentary like this when one of JLM's team has just been revealed as the man who murdered most of the cabinet? Aren't questions going to be asked about JLM?'

'No they bloody are not!' barked Weirdlove, taking a step towards him. 'The man is above reproach, and don't even bloody think about starting that kind of talk. You got that?'

'Yes, kimosabe,' said Barney with mock salute. 'Now, tell me why you felt you had to inform me of this at eleven-thirty at night, then get the fuck out of my face.'

Weirdlove breathed deeply and noisily, nostrils flaring. Like a bull. Or a dolphin.

'As I said, everyone close to the First Minister will be involved. He wants to present a united team. All of us, his family, the cabinet.'

'The cabinet?' said Barney, much in the tone that anyone would've used.

'We will be working strenuously tomorrow to fill the vacant positions. This is our chance to show that, despite these setbacks, Scotland still has a fully functional, working government.'

'Ah,' said Barney. 'You were fair farting around filling the vacancies before, but now that television has hoved into view, you'd better get on with it.'

'The First Minister wants to make sure that everyone is looking at their best. We're talking close to twenty people, so you've got a busy day ahead of you. You got that?'

Barney nodded. In his short space of time here, he had seen no signs of any panic or rushed action, not with any government difficulties and certainly not with the general slaughter and mayhem that was taking place. But, by Christ! here comes television, and it was all hands to the pump.

'Yes, boss,' said Barney. 'You intending to draft in outside help?'

'No, we bloody well are not,' said Weirdlove. 'You're it. JLM has kindly allowed you to work out of his private en suite. When we have a full list of participating names in the morning, we'll draw up an appointments list and you'll have to stick to it. No slippage or you're in trouble.'

Weirdlove walked to the door, stopped as he got to Barney, stood virtually nose to nose, so that Barney could smell the stegosaurus of beef which Weirdlove had eaten for dinner.

'Fuck up, and you're out of here,' said Weirdlove.

Another lingering look of suspicion bordering on animosity, then he walked quickly past Barney and along the corridor, the very way that Solomon and Kent had departed a short time previously.

Barney closed the door, turned off the light, stood in the quiet darkness of his sitting room for a short while, then walked wearily back towards the glorious welcoming arms of his bed.

*** 

He lay there for an hour, head buzzing. Staring at the pictures the shadows cast on the ceiling. Thinking about Father Michael. Thinking about the cabinet ministers who had slowly been whittled away.

What value is a life? Because the press weren't interested, was the implication that the dead were not important? There were still mothers and fathers having to bury their children. There were children whose mothers and fathers would not be coming home for dinner. There would be husbands and wives left distraught. Because the press barely thought them worthy of mention, because most people in Scotland probably didn't even know that there was a Minister for Justice or a Minister for Parliamentary Business, did not mean that those lives were any less important than the lives of the rich and famous who adorned the cover and inside twenty pages of every tabloid when they died.

This was no time to go charging into the full glare of trashazoid docu-soap. If they wanted to show Scotland was fully functional, they should have replaced the cabinet members as they fell; they should have shown a united front, Jesse Longfellow-Moses should actually turn up in parliament every now and again; they should act like a government, not a one-man collective intent on following his own whim and ignoring the advice of everyone else.

But JLM was so far embedded into his own personal planet, so swept up in the glory of public appearances and media attention that the timing was not important to him. Bugger disrespect, bugger the families of those who had died, bugger their friends: he was going to go on live television, and he was going to tell the world that it didn't matter that their mother or father or daughter or son or husband or wife or friend had been killed, and that it had made no difference to the smooth running of the country. In fact, if anything, it had improved it.

And after an hour Barney had finally reached the conclusion that the following day would be his last working for Jesse Longfellow-Moses. Maybe he owed his very existence to JLM; without him he might still be the guy who'd been found on Leith docks, with no past and no future, but he'd had enough of him, and enough of the rest of them. Except Rebecca Blackadder. But then, there was likely nothing he could do about that.

Tomorrow would be the end. He'd do the frantic day's worth of hairdressing that was required, might even enjoy it, and then he'd be on his way.

He turned over, closed his eyes, and eventually, through the uncertain thoughts that nuzzled away inside his head, sleep came to him.

Bing Velociraptor

––––––––
They were each called to a ten o'clock the following morning. All the team, all the cabinet. Weirdlove had been up all night assembling the replacements for those who had been murdered. He'd had a brief discussion with JLM about it, but it wasn't as if the First Minister had actually heard of most of the MSPs who were left in the chamber, so Weirdlove had more or less been given the green light to formulate the next government. There was no need at this stage for him to have to stoop to the level of appointing deputy ministers, as they wouldn't be appearing in the TV special; he just needed to have the full cabinet in place.
So, a nip and a tuck here, the odd curious little placement there, a few late night or early morning phone calls, a bit of arm twisting, and Weirdlove had his team. JLM was obviously remaining as First Minister, although there would be the odd call for him to stand down from some of the newspapers once it emerged that it had been one of his crew who was responsible for the cabinet slaughter. However, none of the eight main Scottish dailies actually saw fit to change their front pages late on the Thursday when the story of Father Michael had emerged, none of the editors could be bothered writing a new editorial, so it wasn't as if there was too much condemnation. So, the papers all still went to press with the following headlines: Daily Record – 'I Shagged Survivor Babe' Claims Rangers Ace; The Herald – Bush 'Forgets' Hawaii Part of US, Nukes Honolulu; The Sun – Blair To Be Next 'God'; Aberdeen Press & Journal – P&J Prevents Turnip Price Hitting Heights; The Scotsman – Israel 'Very Naughty' For Killing 1million Palestinians, Says Bush; Daily Mail – Massive Oil Deposits Discovered In Zimbabwe, US Sends Troops To Oust Mugabe; The Express – Blair Suspends Commons In 'Logical' Next Step; The Mirror – Big Brother's Malky To Take It Up The Arse In Live TV First Shocker!

After sifting through the possible candidates for cabinet positions, Weirdlove decided that there was not even the remotest possibility of finding the five people in the parliament that they needed who could so much as read and write, never mind actually string a coherent sentence together on Newsnight. So he took the decision to abolish three departments. Justice was an easy one, because most people didn't even know there was a Department of Justice, and if they had known it existed, they wouldn't actually have known what it did. Tourism, Culture & Sport was easily shelved, because tourism, culture and sport were things which pretty much took care of themselves in life and would almost benefit from a lack of government interference. Then there was Rural Affairs & the Environment; well, bugger it, the environment was going to pot anyway and there was nothing a wee country like Scotland could do about it, and while there might be a few people who were put out about the removal of rural affairs from the government's agenda, they wouldn't be Labour voters anyway, so they could whistle Dixie.

So, JLM remained as First Minister. In a display of his own quirky sense of humour, Weirdlove promoted Patsy Morningirl to be Deputy First Minister. (She had been reluctant until Weirdlove told her she'd get to go on BBC Breakfast and Top of the Pops and the like.) Alisdair MacPherson had already been promoted into Education, where Weirdlove was confident he would do bugger all for the next three years. Eaglehawk and Hamish Robertson were already in place in Finance and Parliamentary Business respectively, and he couldn't really touch Winnie without having his eyeballs clawed out. So the only other new appointment was the wunderkind of the party, Darius Grey, into the bloody mire of Health, where he was confident that the enthusiastic young socialist would be sucked dry of political zeal to the point where he probably wouldn't even bother standing at the next election. Weirdlove often thought that there was nothing like taking the bright spark of political fervour, and then dousing it under the weight of red tape, bureaucracy, intransigence and unreasonable public expectation, to the point that the political zealot was sucked into the system and became everything he had set out to change.

So the line-up for the big special on BBC1 at 8pm was Jesse Longfellow-Moses, Minnie Longfellow-Moses, The Amazing Mr X, Parker Weirdlove, Barney Thomson, Dr Louise Farrow, the Rev Blake, Veron Veron, James Eaglehawk, Patsy Morningirl, Alisdair MacPherson, Winona Wanderlip, Darius Grey and Hamish Robertson. A magnificent band of cowboys to lead Scotland forward, to show its best face on live television, beamed around the world. Scotland the brave! Or, Scotland the fucking shambolic, whichever came out first.

Rebecca Blackadder had not turned up for the meeting. She'd had an angry confrontation with Parker Weirdlove at four o'clock in the morning, when she had told him how absurd and tasteless she thought the show was, given the news about Michael. The show must go on, Weirdlove had parroted. Blackadder had told him not to be so bloody stupid. Weirdlove had told her that she could leave JLM's employ any time she felt like it, and she'd said she'd be out by the Friday afternoon. Everyone was happy.

Weirdlove had had a similar conversation with Farrow, but in the end she had capitulated and agreed to the show. Dressed in black. Which was how she was attired as she sat waiting for Jesse Longfellow-Moses to arrive at the meeting.

None of the others seemed to have any particular thoughts on Father Michael.

*** 

'Right,' said Weirdlove, looking around the ranks of the assembled cabinet and JLM's team. 'The First Minister will be along shortly. He's going to say a few words, then we'll hand you over to Bing here,' and he indicated a man dressed in black, wearing preposterously stylish shades, from beneath which emerged thin and neatly carved sideboards. Bing Velure nodded and cocked a cool hand the way of the docu-saps. (Bing Velure wasn't his real name.)

'I don't think I need to emphasise to you all,' Weirdlove continued, 'the ball-breaking importance of tonight's show. The country is in grave need of reassurance. We present a united front, we stand behind Mr Longfellow-Moses as one. Some of you might be mourning the loss of Father Michael, but be that as it may, the guy is dead, his crimes are history. Today is a new day, today we start moving forward. A new cabinet in place, new ideas for the future, we stand behind the First Minister.'

The door opened and Jesse Longfellow-Moses walked assuredly into the room, wearing a Sunday grey suit, with a rather dashing purple handkerchief poking its nose above the jacket pocket. Veron Veron sizzled with quiet pride.

JLM stood before his collective audience, nodding and waiting for the tumult of genuflection to die down; which actually didn't take very long, what with it never even getting going 'n all.

'Thank you, thank you,' he said, thinking he was Sinatra playing Vegas, 'thank you for coming here today, and for giving your Friday over to this wonderful television broadcast.'

He looked around the crowd, smiling wholesomely. There were a couple of faces he didn't recognise, which he rightly took to be the new cabinet members; although he couldn't actually be sure that they hadn't already been in cabinet and he'd never noticed them.

'I don't need to tell you the importance of tonight's event,' he continued. 'The world will be watching. This is our chance to achieve greatness. To become a player, a respected voice of reason in a world gone mad. The world as one; hundreds of millions around the globe will tune in tonight to see democracy at work. Tonight we speak to the oppressed and the downtrodden. We speak to the free world as well as to the enslaved, and we speak with one voice. Scotland is great, Scotland can lead the way, the world can follow, follow Scotland, and every country on the planet can be led by our example, can do the things that we do, breathe the beautiful fresh air of freedom that we breathe, drink from the burbling waters of hope from which we drink! We shall show the world that we are kings, and the world will look up to us and fall at our feet in recognition of our majesty! The opportunity is there, if only we can reach out and grab it with both hands! We must take this chance, we must! Are you with me?'

They stared at him. One or two of the new kids on the block thought they should say or do something, so they kind of mumbled or nodded in agreement. Veron Veron looked upon his leader with wonder, thinking that the beauty of his speech befitted the beauty of the grey suit with protruding purple handkerchief. Winona Wanderlip wished that she had a gun she could pull out to, at the very least, kneecap the idiot. James Eaglehawk thought delicious thoughts of all the documented evidence he had against JLM, and of his moment of glory when he produced it live on television, of JLM's humiliation and embarrassment, and inevitable tears and resignation; and Eaglehawk also thought delicious thoughts of the two women who had remained in his company for more than four hours, and who had performed acts upon each other and upon him that had defied all the known fundamental laws of physical anatomy and mathematics. Barney Thomson had switched off, and was not listening anymore. He would do everybody's hair, make them look as ridiculous as possible, and then he would be gone, before the TV show broadcast had even begun.

'Champion,' said JLM in acknowledgement of the very lukewarm response to his world domination speech. 'Minnie and I are going off to have a working breakfast with Mr Bellows. We'll leave you in the capable hands of Mr Velure here, who should tell you everything you need to know. Any questions? No, lovely. Champion,' he added, clasping his hands together and walking swiftly from the room. Minnie eyed the crowd with a knowing look, and followed in his wake. JLM had done everything to try and get Bellows alone for the working breakfast, but Minnie had pulled the usual threats about exposing him for everything that he'd done, and he'd been forced to concede her a major part in the whole thing. If he was going to be King, she was going to be Empress Queen of the Universe.

*** 

'Nice speech from your boss fella there,' said Bing Velure, addressing the crowd, 'but I wouldn't all go peeing in your pants if I were you lot. The show is only occasionally picked up outside the UK, and it's a dead cert this one won't be. Home viewing figures can be sensational, but for filler shows like this one, we'll be lucky if we crack a million at the start, and even luckier if anyone at all is watching by the end. No one gives a shit about your guy here, so let's use that as a starting point. Everyone cool with that?' he asked, pointing his loaded index fingers at the audience. There were a few nods of agreement from the crowd.

'Would it help if I got my tits out?' said Patsy Morningirl, raising her hand.

'Are you anyone?' asked Velure. He'd noticed Morningirl already, of course.

'I'm the new, em, what is it again?' she said, looking at Weirdlove.

'Deputy First Minister,' said Weirdlove to Velure, who smiled.

'That would be G-R-E-A-T great, darlin',' he said. 'I'll maybe need to check out your breasts beforehand just to make sure they're suitable, but yeah, breasts are going to be great for the show. Mandy,' he said, turning to his assistant, a straight-backed girl in this year's spectacles, 'get that out to the media as soon as we're done here.'

'Totally,' she said.

'Right,' said Velure, turning back to his public, 'maybe the audience figures won't be so bad after all. Anyone got anything else they think can boost the figures, let me know.' He looked speculatively around the crowd. No one volunteered anything in the 1.3 seconds he gave them, albeit one or two, including Eaglehawk, decided they'd have a word in private later. 'Right, we run a tight ship here. No one talks for more than the allotted time. In fact, some of you people just have to accept that you're window dressing, zip, that's it. You get your hair done, you put on your best clobber, and schtoom. You don't like it, you take your complaints to Mr Weirdlove here. The majority of the piece is going to be with Longfellow-Moses. On top of that, we'll have a few minutes with Wanderlip,' and he looked quizzically around the crowd, until Winnie raised a desultory hand. 'Excellent,' he said, 'yeah, you're like nothing to look at, but with a bit of lippy and some decent garb you're gonna scrub up all right.'

Wanderlip bit one of her lips, the top one, and stared at the floor. The old familiar feelings of anger were beginning to rise inside her. Mandy leant towards Velure, whispered something in his ear, and dropped back down into her seat.

'Hey,' said Velure to Wanderlip, 'Winnie. I hear you've got some great nipple action going on. We're probably going to be able to use them.'

She looked up, employing one of Weirdlove's destructo-ray looks. It more or less passed straight through him.

'So, like,' said Velure, 'would you be willing to do a joint breast shot with the Deputy here, or are we talking the whole covered nipple thing, straining against tight fabric and all that?'

Wanderlip dug her nails into the palms of her hands, not entirely sure why she was restraining herself here. Who exactly was she protecting? But she knew, however, that if she gave this guy the slightest hint of ill-humour, he was the type to make some supercilious remark about her menstrual cycle. She could always fuck him one in the nuts, though.

'I don't think either would be appropriate for Ms Wanderlip,' said Weirdlove from the wings.

Velure glanced at him, gave him the benefit of two seconds' thought, shrugged and looked back at his notes.

'Right, we'll talk to the Deputy, who's gonna get her boobies out, and we'll talk to Wanderlip, who's keeping everything safely under lock and key. And hey, if I had bazookas like yours, girlfriend, I'd do the same, so no one's blaming you. If the show crashes, really, it won't be your fault, so don't feel bad.'

He glanced sincerely up at her, sucked in at will the photon torpedoes she was firing, then looked quickly down the list.

'The Reverend Blake, we got a Reverend Blake?' he asked, looking up, and his eyes fell on her before she'd said anything, the dog collar being a bit of a giveaway 'n all.

'You're Blake?' he said, entirely superfluously. 'That's cool. We're gonna have a word or two with you. You know, spiritual stuff in these dark times, your reaction to the Father being this weirdo psycho serial killer guy. You cool?'

Blake nodded.

'I shall happily speak the word of God,' she said, solemnly.

'Great,' said Velure. 'And where d'you stand on the breast issue?'

He engaged her eyes hopefully for a couple of seconds, realised he was getting nothing in response, nodded and turned back to the clipboard.

'That's about it. We might have a word with one or two others, it just depends on time. We're really going to be concentrating on the guy Longfellow-Moses, and Patsy here's breasts. We cool?' he asked, looking around the assembly.

Well, there were a few people who had a thing or two to say, but they all kept their mouths shut. Either with the thought of letting it all pass with as little fuss as possible or, like Eaglehawk, with the intention of drawing a few things to the attention of Velure, so that he would get his five minutes in the sun, live on air, when the time came. Patsy Morningirl's breasts were not going to get a look in.

'Terrific,' said Velure. 'Make-up and clothes are here between five and seven tonight. I believe you've got a guy doing hair and Weirdlove here's got the timings on that one. After seven, we'll then have an hour to chill, talk things over, maybe pop the odd relaxing pill, however you folks want to handle it. Then we're on at eight, it'll be forty-five solid, cake-your-pants minutes, then it'll all be over before you know and you'll wonder where the time went.'

Another look around the dull, expectant faces.

'It's a W-R-A-P wrap,' said Velure, then he placed the clipboard under his arm and, with Mandy falling in behind him, he was off.

They watched him go, they watched the door close, they turned back and looked at each other. None of them had anything to say, and eventually they all began to drift off in silent ones and twos.

More Women Than You Can Shake A Stick At

––––––––
Barney Thomson had walked down the steps of no.6 Bute House, the official residence of the First Minister, and started walking through the Georgian elegance of Charlotte Square, when he became aware of firm footsteps closing behind him. Someone old, someone new, someone borrowed, someone blue...
'Hey, Barn,' said the voice, to get him to stop. Barney recognised it, and walked on. He wasn't going to be picked up and dropped and picked up again by any old woman; any more than he had been already.

'Barn,' said the Rev Blake, coming up beside him. 'You got time to talk?'

Barney walked on without looking at her.

'Not really in the mood,' he said.

'Jesus,' said the Rev Blake, 'you're not pissed at me because I haven't spoken to you since we fucked, are you? That's schoolboy stuff.'

Barney put his hands in his jacket pockets, wrapped it more closely around himself against the cold wind.

'I've just had enough of you all,' he said. 'I don't belong in amongst all this absurd crap.'

He threw her a sideways glance.

'I wasn't bothered about your shag 'n' dash,' he continued, 'but it was rude. It was schoolgirl stuff to do it, and then avoid me, like you were embarrassed or something. But look, I'm not getting into conversations about maturity or any shite like that. It's all bullshit. I just shouldn't be here, and once all this stupid bollocks is over tonight, I'm leaving.'

'Why wait?' she said quickly, a smile coming from nowhere.

He turned. She wasn't wearing a coat – white collar, black shirt, long black skirt – and she looked very, very cold. Face pale, lips blue, eyes shining brightly in the chill autumn wind.

'They asked me to sort everyone's hair out. I said I would,' said Barney.

'Ah,' she said, 'the old Calvinistic work ethic. A beautiful thing,' she added. Then she said, 'You want to go and grab breakfast. I know a place they do a killer Bloody Mary at this time in the morning.'

Barney looked at his watch. He'd already had breakfast, brought to him by one of the angelic Chinese-garbed überchicks, but you can never have too much breakfast in life. You just need to leave a decent gap between your two breakfasts, and your second one will be fine.

'Yeah,' he said, 'I could do that. Where are we going?'

And they walked on in search of manna.

*** 

'You think Michael committed those murders?' said Barney, in between bacon that was only slightly overdone and scrambled eggs that were of near perfect consistency.

Blake quaffed a Bloody Mary, spread some more marmalade on toast, speared a sausage, licked her fingers; the last of which was extremely erotic, even for this time on a Friday morning.

'Nope,' she said. 'Michael was a good man.'

'Claimed God made him do it,' said Barney.

'Well,' said Blake, 'if he'd actually believed in God, that might've meant something. But he was stuck in the wrong job. His mother decided the damn second he was born that he was going to be a priest, and she had her way. Michael was just going through the motions until she died, and then he was out of there. I'm not saying he didn't have his faults or anything, but he never killed anyone.'

'So how come he knew where the bodies were?' asked Barney, just before he took the time to savour a particularly succulent slice of black pudding.

Blake crunched deliciously into a piece of crispy toast, then licked the crumbs from her lips. She held Barney's gaze, smiled slyly, touched the corner of her mouth with her thumb.

'Well, Barn, you're the one working for the detectives. Can't you work it out?'

Barney did that thing where you take a little bit of everything on your plate – in this case bacon, scrambled egg, black pudding, sausage, potato scone, hash brown and mushrooms – crammed it onto his fork and popped it into his mouth. Never took his eye off her while he contemplated what she'd said.

Michael had evidence from the deaths, had maybe even handled the bodies, but he wasn't the killer.

'He was an unwilling assistant?' he said, after a good stiff mouthful of tea.

'Could be,' said Blake. 'I mean, it's not like I know. But I have my theory, and that's not it.'

Barney went around his plate, chasing some more food, munching away while he thought about it, irritated at himself for playing her game.

'What d'you know about Michael?' she said, leading him on, albeit unsure herself what Barney was going to know about him.

It seemed pointless to keep secrets, but he wasn't about to tell her about Michael and Blackadder and Farrow. Maybe she already knew, but if she didn't, it wasn't his place to fill her in. But perhaps that was what she was getting at. Michael had fingered Blackadder to him, first of all. He'd said that she'd confessed. Maybe it was more than that. Maybe he'd known she was committing the murders, and had followed her around, clearing up the mess.

So he was hopelessly in love, desperately covering the tracks of the killer. But was it Blackadder? He had also been Farrow's lover.

'You think he was covering for someone?' said Barney, with no intention of naming the names he had in mind.

Blake tapped her nails against her empty Bloody Mary glass.

'It would take a heck of a lot of devotion to do that,' said Barney. 'More than devotion,' he added.

'You can't deny,' said Blake, 'that whoever's involved with these murders, there are extremes going on. Extremes of passion, extremes of hate, extremes of love. Every base emotion, stretched to the limit. And when you pull the strings of emotion that tightly, they snap, and when they snap, Jesus,' she said, 'anything can happen.'

'So,' said Barney, 'who's he covering for?'

Blake stretched her hands out.

'Who knows?' she said. 'But it's going to be a woman, right? Shit, we all know what priests are like, but Michael wasn't taking it up the butt from anyone.'

'So he's protecting a woman,' said Barney, not knowing how much knowledge Blake was in possession of; whether she was leading him on, or working it out with him.

'Exactamundo,' said Blake, sounding, for all the world, like Detective Chief Inspector Solomon. Barney noticed. 'And let's face it, the guy never mixed with anyone outwith our little circle.'

Barney struggled with a tricky piece of bacon that was just a little too crispy to be forked, scooped it up in the end, and crunched it.

'Blackadder,' he said when he was done, 'or Farrow. Or you,' he added, raising an eyebrow at her.

She smiled. She made a start on her coffee which had been delivered at the same time as the bloody Mary and was on its way to being too cold.

'Well,' she said, 'I can't argue that one. I fit the bill. Except, of course, that we all know that Michael was banging Blackadder and Lou, and he wouldn't touch me with a stick. Didn't think it was appropriate, bless him.'

'Only got your word for that,' said Barney, his eyebrow still doing that whole Spock thing. Scooped up the last of the scrambled egg with a piece of toast.

'That's true,' she said, and drank her coffee, looking at him over the rim of the large cup. 'And how can you trust the word of a vicar like me?'

'Exactly,' said Barney.

She drank her coffee and Barney drank his tea, and he wondered if the list of suspects was really as small as they had just reduced it to.

'There is someone else, of course,' she said, as if she could hear his thoughts.

'Go on,' said Barney.

Blake laid down her cup, rested her chin in the palm of her hand, elbow on the table.

'Have you met Minnie?' she asked.

Barney shook his head.

'This morning was the first time I'd seen her,' he said.

'Well,' said Blake, 'she's not been around much the past week. But all of us, in the past few months, have done for her whatever it is we do for JLM. Design clothes, minister, doctor, whatever, we've all done it. Michael will've seen plenty of her.'

'What's she like?' said Barney.

Blake smiled. She knew exactly what Minnie Longfellow-Moses was like; in all sorts of different ways, if you know what I'm saying.

'She's interesting,' said Blake. 'Wouldn't have her pegged as a killer, of course, but then whoever it turns out to be, we're going to be able to say that.'

Barney nodded. He surveyed the scene of devastation that was the breakfast table and decided he'd had enough. He'd reached the limit of breakfast number two, despite the seductive presence of a further three slices of toast.

'And maybe it'll turn out to have been just Michael after all,' said Barney. 'Some things are as plain as they seem.'

The Reverend Blake stared deep into Barney's eyes. He held her gaze, wondered at the blackness of its depth.

'That,' she said, 'would be the biggest surprise of all.'

And then again, that would depend on how you'd categorise surprise. Just because Michael had been able to leave a note detailing the whereabouts of all the victims of the Kabinet Killer, did not automatically mean that he had been the Undertaker, clearing up after the killer's crimes...

*** 

Barney got back to his room early in the afternoon. An hour to watch TV or get his head down or do whatever, then he would head over to JLM's office to start his round of appointments, with everyone penned in between two and five pm. (JLM had very kindly given his staff as much of the day off as possible, so that they would all look relaxed and stress-free for the cameras.)

Wondering what he was going to do with himself when he left here, because he had no idea. That, strangely, felt like a familiar, and almost comfortable emotion. Was it because Barney Thomson had been a wanderer before he'd fallen to his death? Or because he wasn't Barney Thomson at all, as Farrow had told him, and the man he'd been in the past had been a wanderer?

It was enough to make his mind boil and spit, so he didn't think about it for long. After the stupid show that evening, a show he did not actually intend turning up for, he would spend one more night in his comfortable prison, and then he'd be away in the morning. A short walk down to Waverley train station and he could head north or south or west as the whim took him.

He opened the door to his apartment, and immediately smelled the light scent in the air even before he saw her standing at the window, looking out at the cold, grey day and the Victorian rooftops. He closed the door behind him. She didn't turn. He walked over and stood beside her looking out at the day.

They stood like that for a while, watching the formless grey clouds drifting at different speeds, minutely changing the shade of the sky with every passing minute. Eventually one of their hands found the other, and their fingers entwined. He felt the warmth of her touch; she squeezed his hand tightly, then relaxed.

'You go to the meeting this morning?' said Rebecca Blackadder eventually.

He nodded. She felt the movement.

'It's disgusting,' she continued. 'I know, I'm not at all surprised, but if ever there was a time for the man to show the least compassion.'

'He appears quite lost in his own little world,' said Barney.

'Michael was a good man,' she said, almost cutting Barney off. 'And they'll use this to neatly brush it all under the carpet.'

'You don't think he killed them?' asked Barney.

'Of course he bloody didn't,' she snapped. Her fingers tensed, but her hand stayed in his. 'Christ, you've seen what he's like, what Weirdlove is like. I wouldn't be surprised if they planted that note on Michael, planted the evidence on him. Jesus, I wouldn't be surprised if they'd pushed him off the top of the bloody building.'

Barney let the words go, let the anger fizzle out and die in the cold, grey afternoon. She sniffed. She wiped her nose and her eyes; but she never removed her hand from his.

'He confessed to me,' said Barney quietly. 'I saw him yesterday evening, before he died.'

She swallowed, bit her bottom lip. Breathed heavily.

'Did you believe him?'

'No,' said Barney quickly, and that was the truth. His words had most definitely had the ring of deceit. He was covering for someone, but he couldn't imagine for a second that it would've been Longfellow-Moses or Parker Weirdlove. 'He was trying to hide someone, but it wasn't JLM.'

She didn't reply. For the first time Barney turned and looked at her, and her face was cold and sad and drained. She was genuinely saddened by Michael's death; genuinely shocked that JLM should go ahead with his broadcast to the nation at a time like this. Nothing like Alison Blake's vague interest, bordering on amusement, that JLM should be so full of himself that nothing would stop his fifteen minutes of TV fame.

'You knew about Michael and Farrow?' she said slowly, her eyes diverting slightly to look at him.

Oh, yes, thought Barney. Him and Farrow, him and you, no end of malarkey. Doubt you're going to own up to your own little affair, though, are you? While all the time you implicate others. You're all the same, all jostling for position in the innocent corner, while pushing everyone else towards the guilty corner. It wasn't me guv, but see that bastard over there, up to her eyeballs in motives!

'Yeah,' said Barney. 'She seemed pretty quiet today. Didn't speak to her though, didn't see anyone speaking to her.'

'He loved her,' said Blackadder, her voice even smaller than before. 'He would've done anything for her. He hated the fact that they couldn't be out in the open about it. A relationship spent skulking about in the middle of the night.'

Barney turned and looked at her again. The one definite sighting he knew of Michael skulking about in the middle of the night, had been from Blackadder's room to Farrow's. She wasn't volunteering that little bit of information.

'Why are you here?' asked Barney suddenly, and she turned at his tone of voice.

Her eyes were pale blue and sad.

'I was lonely,' she said. 'I wanted to see you before I left.'

Barney swallowed. From one woman to another. But while Alison Blake had that raw sexuality about her, there was nothing behind the front. The passion was strangely passionless; the warmth was cold.

Blackadder was beautiful and vulnerable, greater depth, infinite warmth. And very possibly a liar, which made her all the more interesting, all the more inviting, all the more enticing, bewitching and impossible.

Barney moved slightly, drew her hand closer to his body, bent his head and kissed her softly on the lips. His other hand came up and touched her hair, brought her head in closer to his, and then their arms were around each other and they were enshrouded in an impassioned clinch.

Nice one for the big fella Barney, as Wally McLaven would've said, had he not had his throat slit.

All The World Is Queer Save Thee And Me, And Even Thou Art A Little Queer

––––––––
Barney was flowing, zipping his way through three hours of haircuts, and the odd bit of styling for the womenfolk. In less time than it would take for a politician to mention himself in an interview, he had bestowed the following haircuts: to Veron Veron, a really rather wonderful 'Elton John, Diana'; a fuck-me bob for Patsy Morningirl; a 'Bonfire of the Vanities' for Darius Grey; a short back & sides for Parker Weirdlove, in and out in a minute and a half; a James Bond for James Eaglehawk; and a 'Findus Feelin' Great ad', for the Reverend Blake.
He'd had a couple of minutes to himself, looking out at the low grey clouds sweeping across the hill, thinking about Rebecca Blackadder, when the door opened and in stepped The Amazing Mr X. Barney turned, dragged himself back from the oblivion of the romantic abyss, and slipped once more into his barber persona.

'X,' he said. 'Take a seat. What can I do for you?'

The Amazing Mr X eased himself into the barber's chair, imagined it was still warm from the heavenly Rev Blake, and looked at himself in the mirror.

He had been envisioning the best possible scenarios from the evening's events. If he played his cards right, if everything went well, it could be that he'd become a celebrity undercover bodyguard. Maybe he'd even get his own TV slot, talking about bodyguard issues. Or he could be the host of a game show such as Big Bodyguard or Who Wants To Be A Bodyguard? or The Weakest Bodyguard. Or maybe he'd get spotted by some Hollywood babe, Sharon Stone or Halle Berry or one of that mob, and the command would go out for him to move to Beverly Hills. He had vowed to protect JLM with his life; but he did not suffer from the same delusions about the First Minister's place in the world. JLM was small fry, The Amazing Mr X was a big bodyguard, in more ways than one. He should be standing shoulder to shoulder, neck to neck, with the other behemoths at the Oscars and film world premiers. The Scottish Parliament, and the world of politics in general, was small potatoes. He should be out there with the big guns of the world of entertainment, where status, celebrity and power actually stood for something. That was where he belonged, that was his destiny, and this was his chance.

'What d'you think?' said X, willing to hand the reins over to the professional.

'You've got a good head of hair on you, X,' said Barney, giving his hair the once over; and deciding that when you're talking to a guy who, no matter how ridiculous he is, could rip your head off with his thumbs, it was best to butter them up than be perfectly honest. (The Amazing Mr X actually had a bit of an Elliot Gould, which is nothing if not a disaster. Look at, well, Elliot Gould.) 'I can pretty much give you what you want.'

'Legend,' said X, nodding, imagining no end of outrageous scenarios that were going to come from his fantastic hair. 'You know,' he continued, 'I want to look like a '70s porno star. That's a great look.'

Barney took a small step away from X and checked out his hair again.

'You're in the right zone, X,' he said. 'You might have to work on the 'tache and sideboards a bit though.'

The Amazing Mr X stroked his face and nodded.

'Yeah,' he said. 'I was thinking maybe one of those clean shaven '70s porno guys,' he said.

Barney looked at him, not entirely sure how to continue the conversation. Shut up, you fucking loony was obviously called for, but would have been just a little ill-judged. Probably best, in fact, to not continue the conversation at all, but to just get on with it and make him look like John Holmes et al.

And so, lifting a brush, a can of mousse, some sun-dried tomatoes and a bottle of balsamic vinegar, Barney got to work.

*** 

The final entrant to the Barney Thomson hairfest was Minnie Longfellow-Moses. She arrived late, not that Barney was in the least bit concerned, marched in, somehow managed to invest the act of sitting in the chair with complete dominion, and engaged Barney's eyes in the mirror.

'I'll have a Roosevelt, please,' she said.

'Teddy, Franklin or Eleanor?' said Barney, with a certain acerbity, as he'd been instinctively annoyed by the brusqueness of her manner.

She raised an eyebrow at him, but didn't turn around.

'Watch it, Bud,' was all she said.

Barney smiled.

'Eleanor Roosevelt it is, then,' he said, and lifted up the chainsaw and comb to get on with the job.

Minnie watched him for a few moments, curious about getting to meet this man at last. She'd also read Barney Thomson: Urban Legend, but was not, however, entirely acquainted with the explanation of how someone who'd been dead for two and a half years came to be styling her hair.

She softened a little. (After initially thinking the TV thing an absurdity, MLM had seen the possibilities of it and had, as a consequence, gone into Lady Macbeth mode; becoming, in the process, as blinded as her husband to the fact that very few people would be watching; and those who were, would be doing so solely for the viewing experience of Patsy Morningirl's breasts and Winona Wanderlip's nipples.) Barney could feel the immediate alleviation of the atmosphere in the room and he caught her eye once more in the mirror.

'Who's doing your hair?' she said, a wee bit of a smile suddenly cropping up, to accompany the softer hue.

'No one,' he replied.

'It's perfect, is it?' she said. Feeling mischievous all of a sudden, as if Barney might be a good bloke with whom to flirt. She had heard tell, after all, that he'd given the Reverend Blake a good old seeing to.

'Two things,' said Barney, while he continued smoothly with the cut. 'Firstly, my hair's not great, but it's not so bad that it needs cutting for some ridiculous TV show. And second, I'm not going to be around for the TV show anyway, so it doesn't matter.'

'Oh, Barney,' she said, looking at him with mock disapproval. 'How could you miss it?'

Barney began to prep some nuclear fission fuelled curling tongs, which he'd had specially flown in from Kazakhstan. He gestured at her with a comb.

'You want to know how I can miss it?' he said. 'Because your husband is the most horribly ignorant, self-serving egotist I've ever met in my life.'

He felt like he was going out on a limb, unaware that Minnie had even more contempt for JLM than he himself.

'You haven't known many politicians then,' she said.

'And I don't want to,' said Barney. 'I'm leaving first thing in the morning, but before that I'm going to sit tonight and watch Jesse preen himself, and the rest of you suck up to his backside.'

Minnie Longfellow-Moses smiled again. Watched Barney at work for a short time, his hands flying backwards and forwards across the breadth of her hair, performing the work of a necromancer, for she had not the quality of hair necessary for an Eleanor Roosevelt.

'You don't like him, then?' she said, deciding to rejoin the flirtatious skirmish; not that Barney saw it remotely as flirtatious. He saw it more as 'trying hard not to slag off the boss too much to his wife, but wanting to stick a size twelve into him at the same time'.

'Look,' he said, 'I know he's your husband 'n' all, but if you're going to ask, I'm going to tell you. I wouldn't fart on him if he needed his hair blow-dried.'

'I should certainly hope not,' she said.

'Maybe he's no better or worse than other politicians in the same circumstances, but he's the only one I've ever met, and I think he's shameful.'

'Well,' she said, 'I can see how you might think that. Why don't you come on the show and say that?'

'Go on live TV and denounce the First Minister?'

'Yeah,' she said. 'It might be fun.'

'No it wouldn't,' said Barney. 'All it'd mean would be that I was tonight's thing in the media, everyone having a bit of a laugh. In the papers tomorrow I'd be fitted in between Liz Hurley's latest Botox injection and Posh's current attempt to sell some crap piece of bollocks, masquerading as music. By Sunday, it'll have been forgotten about, because there'll be really crap football results from Saturday to be reported, and Pamela Anderson'll have had another breast implant. The media aren't interested in politics and the people aren't interested. I just don't want to be a part of it, full stop.'

She nodded sagely. She'd been making plans for her own political career, once her husband's had collapsed – an event which she envisioned occurring at some time just after eight-thirty that evening – but she was wise enough to know that Barney spoke the truth. However, she was also conceited enough to think that she would have the force of personality to change the media.

'You've suffered from them in the past,' she said.

'Maybe,' he replied, 'but it's not about that. I'm sick and tired of it, that's all. The people who run this country have been mown down, for God's sake, and the papers are still more interested in the fact that an English lassie refused to eat a live cockroach on Survivor last week. It's pathetic.'

Under the cape, which Barney had thrown on at the outset of the confrontation, she briefly applauded. He shook his head.

'Very moral of you, Mr Thomson,' she said. 'What are you going to do? Go and live on an uninhabited island in the south Pacific?'

'No,' he said, 'but I might go and live in Sweden or somewhere like that, where I won't be able to read any of the papers or understand any of the television.'

'Very brave,' she said. 'When you see something you don't like, run away. If it all appals you so much, then why not try and change it?'

Barney finally stopped his whirlwind dash round her Eleanor Roosevelt bonce, and stood still, brush in one hand, thermonuclear welding device in the other.

'How d'you mean that?' he said.

'Do the media give people all the junk because that's what they want, or do the people want all the junk because that's what the media give them?' she said, then continued talking like a true politician, without giving him the chance to answer. 'You can't blame the media, when all they're doing is meeting demand. If you want to change it, what you have to do is change the mindset of the people. And that's where a good politician comes in.'

Barney nodded. It seemed nicer to do just that rather than say the more honest, 'you've got to be fucking kidding me?' Even JLM had already come to the conclusion that he was in no position to do anything about society, and he was the leading politician in the country.

'And are you backing your husband to do all this?' asked Barney, 'or do you have ambitions of your own.'

Minnie Longfellow-Moses smiled again. Wasn't looking him in the eye. When she did finally make her royal proclamation of political intent, it was going to be to a much grander audience than Barney Thomson.

He watched her for a second, then started back on her 40's Ladies Auxiliary cut, with a touch of Sisters of Sappho for authenticity. Could tell what she was thinking. Another one carried away with the power of it all; and she didn't even have any power. Bloody idiot. That, and she was named after a mouse.

'Well,' she said, 'I'll say this, Barney. I suspect it might just be worth your time turning up at this show tonight. It might not be as dull as you think it's going to be. If you know what I'm saying.'

Barney paused, caught her eye again, recognised the mad glint of the megalomaniac, then powered up the Black & Decker three-in-one, and got on with the haircut in hand.

A woman with her own agenda, he thought. How scary is that? Still, if there was the chance that JLM was going to get his comeuppance, and to be served bloody right for having the nerve to participate in this show in the first place, perhaps it might be worth a visit after all. Didn't mean he couldn't get on the train the next day and head for the hills.

Maybe he would go, maybe he wouldn't. In the end, what would it matter?

Showtime

––––––––
The show was due to start in five. The guests had gathered, nervous and ambitious, in the sitting room of the First Minister's official residence. JLM, MLM, Dr Farrow, Veron Veron, The Amazing Mr X, Parker Weirdlove, the Reverend Blake, Winona Wanderlip, Patsy Morningirl, James Eaglehawk, Darius Grey, and finally the two cabinet makeweights of Hamish Robertson and Alisdair MacPherson, men who were genuine politicians, and therefore of interest to neither the public nor television.
All-American talk show host, Larry Bellows, was still in his dressing room; show producer, Bing Velure, was about to give the participants a final run-through. It'd all been a bit hurried, but he thought he just about had enough to keep the audience interested. There would be Patsy's boobs, and then, well, he'd have to fill up the rest with people talking, but they'd wing it. There was also the thing that Eaglehawk had mentioned, although he wasn't sure that the total political and public humiliation of a politician that no one had heard of was going to make such great TV. Certainly wouldn't be a match for a fine pair of breasts. (And he had already taken the opportunity to verify their quality.)

He looked over the sorry bunch, because that was inevitably how he perceived anyone involved in politics. He was supposed to make forty-five minutes of interesting television out of this lot.

'Right, everyone,' snapped Velure, thinking already that this might be the nadir of his career to date – even worse than the documentary on the proliferation of cheap blue plastic bags in West Africa, narrated by Mel B, in which he'd allowed himself to get involved – 'we've only got a few minutes, so can I have your undivided.'

The gentle babble of conversation died away, to be replaced by the low murmur of nervous rectums.

'I'm looking at a quick run-through of events, so everyone please listen,' he began, and he looked sharply around his audience to make sure they were all paying attention. And they all were, except JLM, who was looking rather smugly out the window, thinking himself too important and too aware of everything that was going to happen, to have to listen to someone as lowly as a TV producer.

'As we open, the camera will pan around the room, starting with Mr Bellows, with Jesse and Minnie in the centre, taking everyone in, so the audience can get the picture of what they're dealing with here. And Patsy, we're looking for a quick flash of the boobs right from the off, just to get 'em hooked. You cool?'

'Totally,' she gushed.

'Sovereign,' said Velure. 'Don't linger on it, you know.' He snapped his fingers. 'That fast. It's almost as if the audience should've felt the presence of your breasts, rather than having actually seen them.'

An 'oh for God's sake' escaped the mouth of Winona Wanderlip. Patsy Morningirl quickly sprang her blouse and closed it over again. All in a finger snap.

'Like that?' she spurted.

'Extreme!' exclaimed Velure. 'Nailed it! Right, then we're going to come back to Mr Bellows, who you're all going to meet in a minute. He'll do a bit of an intro, then he'll hang it round to Jesse, and we're off. Thereafter, he'll talk to both Jesse and Minnie, like they're a couple or something, then we'll bring in some of the others, as either they or Mr Bellows see fit. Obviously, Patsy, we won't be bringing you in too early, because we don't want to smoke all our joints in the first five minutes. What we need is drama here, people. Drama. You know what I'm saying?'

He looked around the blank faces. I'm not getting my kit off, thought the other women. I wonder if some of the other women are going to get their kit off, thought the men.

'D-R-A-M-A drama,' said Velure, 'is the name of the game. We all need it, it's up to you lot to supply. Anyone have anything to say, ping it in there. We cool?'

A few nods.

'Doesn't matter what you want to get out there,' he continued, 'as long as it's not dull. Any of you comedians got any stuff about the welfare state or the Health Service or taxes, anything like that, we'll cut you off as soon as you open your mouth. Keep 'em coming, and keep 'em short. You'll know if we want you to keep talking, 'cause Mr Bellows will take you up on it.'

'We're on in one,' said Mandy, Velure's assistant, and Bing Velure pointed his forefingers at the crowd.

'This is it, people, let's think on our feet and do everything to bring in the punters. Every second needs to be B-I-G big, so that we catch the channel surfers.'

'Ah!' said JLM suddenly, drawing a sharp look from Velure. 'Rebecca, wonderful of you to come. I knew you'd have a change of heart.'

Velure turned round; a few in the room looked askance. Dr Rebecca Blackadder had arrived, looking pretty hot, because she always did, but frankly her hair hadn't been done that day. And she was expecting to do live television!

'Who are you?' barked Velure, casting a professional eye over her body.

'She's part of my team,' said JLM standing up. 'Come in, Rebecca, come in.'

'Thirty!' chirped Mandy.

'You going to get your clothes off?' cracked Velure.

'No!' Blackadder snapped back at him.

'Whatever,' he said, 'you're decent enough window dressing. Someone get her a seat.'

A seat was found, JLM sat back down still smiling and saying 'champion' to himself, a few others muttered, and Rebecca Blackadder joined the throng, looking daggers all the time at Bing Velure, and already questioning her decision to change her mind at the last minute.

The door burst open again and Barney Thomson entered the fray. This time, most of the room had a look of approval, as they were all still basking in the feel-good glow of great hair.

'Barn!' several of them cried, as if he were a long lost friend.

He stopped, regarded them with suspicion, then looked at Velure.

'Am I too late?'

'Fifteen!' cried Mandy.

'You're the hair guy,' said Velure as a statement of fact. 'Get him a seat,' he yelled, without enthusiasm.

Barney walked in, eyes on Blackadder, wondering why she was there. Cast a quick glance at one or two of the others, did not return the smiles.

'Ten!' chirped Mandy.

'Right!' bawled Velure, with unnecessary majesty, 'the lions have entered the Coliseum! Everybody grab hold of their bowels!'

'Five...'

Barney sat down next to Rebecca Blackadder, raising an eyebrow in question.

'Four...'

'Couldn't keep yourself away?' he said.

'Three...'

'I'm not bloody letting him away with it,' she said, her voice low.

'Two...'

And with a swish of magisterial authority, crisply shaven, smelling of unbelievably expensive aftershave and with his intestines recently having benefited from a $61 colon hydrotherapy treatment, Larry Bellows swanked into the room, not a second too soon.

'One ...'

Bellows embraced his company with the aura of his magnanimity, silently greeted them with open arms, then he sat down and fixed the great and humble smile to his face, as Mandy chopped her hand to indicate they were on air.

Soap Opera 1

––––––––
The cameras had trawled round the room, past the nervous, the excited, the resigned, the angry, and Patsy with her amazing flashing chest, finally settling on the legend that was Larry Bellows. He was a big man, with a large round head, a broad chest, and a stout belly, from the very depths of which was emitted the most bombastic of New England laughs. But he could also do quiet and sincere and sensitive as required, with the full range of emotions and sympathies in-between.
He was, in fact, the talk-show equivalent of Jesse Longfellow-Moses, in that he was really rather small-time back home, compared to Letterman and Leno and the rest. But just because he was a waiter at Big Al's One Cheese Pizzeria, did not mean that he couldn't act like he owned Pizza Hut. Especially when he was becoming a thing in the UK, and was being paid a decent wedge of the licence payers' money from the BBC.

'Hey, everyone!' he said, in his usual salutation. 'Welcome to Larry Bellows Tonight! Really, really fantastic display there from the little lady! And we'll be seeing more of that kind of thing later!'

And he smiled disarmingly, then switched on his serious face.

'Jeez, we have such a great show for you tonight. I am so excited personally, because this fella that I'm going to introduce you to has been such a hero of mine since I arrived in your country. It's been my pleasure, Hell, I've been honoured to be able to spend the day with him today, getting to know him and his lovely wife.'

(Translation: he'd never heard of JLM before that morning, then he'd spent ten minutes with him and Minnie, before spending the day allowing the BBC to honour that part of his contract which stated they'd supply him with women, alcohol and hard drugs in the run-up to each show.)

'So, ladies and gentlemen, I want to introduce you to the First Minister of Scotland, England, Jesse Longfellow-Jesus. Jesse, it's such a pleasure having you on the show.'

JLM smiled in a cheesy American way, which he thought might be appropriate.

'Hell, thanks Larry, it sure is great to be here,' he said. 'Champion.'

'It's Longfellow-Moses,' said Minnie, quietly, the words passing straight over Bellows' head.

'And your lovely wife, Minnie,' said Bellows, and he gave her a smile that suggested he seriously wanted into her underwear. Minnie smiled, but the smile was one of restraint, Bellows' look inducing in her a brutal desire to bury a hatchet in his head.

'It's really great to have a First Lady named after a mouse, ain't it?' he said, patting her on the knee.

Minnie simmered while playing along, thinking that it was, for the time, politically expedient.

'For just over five years now,' said Bellows, looking seriously at the camera, doing his earnest anchorman routine, 'the people here in Scotland have had what they call devolved government. Hell, now I'm an American, I don't even know what that means. Tonight we're gonna learn a little more about it, and about some of the ... personalities ... who ...'

He became a bit distracted as the camera, which had been honing in on him, began to twitch, as if being attracted to something else. Bellows turned and looked behind, allowing the camera to follow his look.

Patsy, bless her, was already at it. Like a kid with a big bowl of ice cream placed in front of her and told to wait, she just couldn't contain her excitement. She was standing behind Bellows, very casual, leaning on the mantleshelf, blouse open, right breast obvious to the audience.

Bellows ejaculated his enormous laugh. A few of the others shook their heads; a couple were already contemplating abandoning ship. JLM smiled.

'Hey!' bellowed Bellows, the loudness of his tone demanding that the camera be switched back to him, as it duly was. 'Isn't that great! Who is that little filly anyway?'

'She's the Deputy First Minister,' said JLM, smiling, and you know, even he felt a bit of a squirm as he said it.

'Fan-tastic!' said Bellows. 'Let's talk about your government's attitude towards sex!'

JLM smiled. Not quite off to the start he was expecting. Bellows was bigger and louder and filled the room with far too much of his own presence. And with so many enormous egos present, there was bound to be trouble. Add that to the fact that the Kabinet Killer was also in the room and was, by design, a little unstable; that The Undertaker was nearby, and had his own issues to resolve; that there were at least four people present who intended publicly humiliating Jesse Longfellow-Moses (even more than he was going to be publicly humiliated by the whole thing as a matter of course); and that there were six other internecine affairs to be revealed, and, well Bing Velure needn't have worried.

They were in, as Larry Bellows himself might've said, for one Hell of a show...

Soap Opera 2

––––––––
Fifteen minutes in and everything was running smoothly, even if it was a little on the dull side. Everyone had calmed down from the drug and testosterone fuelled overdrive of the first couple of minutes, Larry had been fed a couple of pointers so that he actually knew what he was talking about, and normal service had been resumed.
Of course, most people who had started watching had already changed channel, and Velure was getting edgy. They needed something to happen, and Patsy had already blown the sex card.

To the dismay of several of those present, Darius Grey, the new Minister for Health, had stolen the early part of the show, and had gone off on a passionate discourse on the future of health care in Scotland. It was politics at its most raw and socially responsible. Only Winona Wanderlip was impressed, but with every second that Grey spoke, she'd begun to realise that here was a genuine political challenger in their midst. The lad was only twenty-five, but it didn't mean that the press wouldn't grab him by the nostril hair, and start turning him into a thing.

As Bellows nodded sagely to another one of Grey's points, Mandy passed him a note.

Larry. Time to ask Longfellow-Moses about Hookergate!

Bellows glanced at the note and looked up at Grey. The young lad was slightly thrown by the note thing – lack of experience, you see – which was enough to allow Bellows to break into his flow on radicalising health care for the elderly.

'Well, I think we all agree with your thoughts on that. One for the future, eh, Jesse?' he said, turning back to JLM.

'Absolutely, champion,' said JLM. 'My first priority in government has always been to promote the ideas of the young. You see, it's my...'

'Yeah, great,' said Bellows. 'Now, one of the things that a lot of people have been talking about is the little matter of Hookergate.'

The smile froze on JLM's face, but he did his best to keep his shoulders straight, and his mouth turned up at the corners.

'Hell, it sounds like something Bill Clinton would've got involved in, but it happened right here in little old Scotland. Tell us all about it, Jesse.'

JLM looked down at the carpet, nodding, sorting out his persona, so that when he looked up he would be in character. He'd had a meeting earlier with Velure, and they'd agreed on a variety of subjects that would not be touched upon. Hookergate had been one of them. If Bellows was going to pull that one out the bag, nothing would be inviolable. JLM cast Velure a quick and vicious glance, which television picked up in all its beautiful scorn, then smiled at Bellows.

'You know as well as I, Larry,' he said, 'what the media are like, especially in this country. While we strive to bring serious issues to the breakfast tables of the people of Scotland, the press are more interested in pointless tittle-tattle, in helping to create political legends such as myself, only so they can knock them down again. The first battle of any government is with the media. That is why it is the first instrument to be taken under state control in dictatorships. But in democracies such as ours, it is time that the media realised their responsibilities, it is time that they matured into the freedoms which have been granted to them.'

'A lovely polemic, Jesse,' said Bellows, 'but to get back to the question in hand. Is it true you porked your secretary, then had her stiffed when she threatened to talk?'

JLM laughed. Minnie pulled herself away from him a little, lovely body language, and waited to hear the bluster with which he would answer.

'Preposterous!' barked JLM.

'So, why is it you've been unable to recruit a new secretary since Mrs Walters was killed in a mysterious automobile accident? Some say it's because no one will touch the position for fear of the same thing happening to them. You're the First Minister for Chrissake, surely you can get someone to work for you?'

JLM hesitated. This was going way further than even the press had gone. They hadn't been aware that he was without a secretary. Someone from the inner circle must have talked. And if they'd talked about that...

'Look,' said JLM, and Minnie was now a couple of feet away from him, staring intently, 'Veronica was a very dear and lovely woman. Very sweet, very, very dear.'

'You mean, she charged a lot for sex?' said Bellows. 'Am I picking you up right?'

Minnie sniggered.

'She was lovely,' said JLM, with especial emphasis, 'a very lovely, lovely person. I never, never, never had relations with her. Ever.'

'Sexual relations?' said Bellows.

'I never had relations,' said JLM. 'And I can assure you that I was absolutely devastated when I learned that she had died so tragically. Devastated.'

Bellows did his sage nod, wished he was having this discussion with a politician who mattered, if there's such a thing, then gave Minnie a look of immense sympathy, as though she had cancer or something.

'Minnie,' he said, 'you've stood by Jesse through these difficult times. Was there ever a moment when you thought, I've had enough? I'm just gonna blow this guy off?'

The camera closed in on Minnie. Here we go, thought most of the people in the room, and almost everybody still watching on television. The usual stand-by-your-man crap.

'Hell yes!' said Minnie. 'And don't look at me as though I had cancer, Bud! I know I should stand by my husband, and the last thing I would want is for anyone to think me disloyal. But when you've caught your husband with his face buried deep between another woman's thighs, well you find that loyalty stretched.'

'That wasn't Veronica!' sputtered JLM, which probably wasn't the best rejoinder.

'Hey, Cowboy!' said Bellows.

'Who was it then?' said Minnie, looking outraged, but actually delighted that JLM had been so stupid as to be sucked in.

'Maybe it was this trollop!' said James Eaglehawk who had, up until now, been unable to get a word in, was feeling a bit left out and was desperate for an opportunity. And as he said the words, he stepped forward, thrusting several full colour photographs of JLM and an unknown woman into the hands of the other combatants and in front of the camera.

'Wow!' said Bellows, very impressed. 'Getta loada these!'

'Who's this?' said Minnie, indignantly, but not actually in the least bit bothered.

'Well, clearly that isn't me in the photographs,' said JLM with a politician's ease for the lie, even though it blatantly was him in the photographs. 'I've never seen this woman before in my life.' Not in a couple of months at any rate.

'Hell!' said Bellows, 'you shouldn't be embarrassed, Jesse. You take a great photo!'

'Oh,' said JLM, not sure what to do now. Never one to look a compliment in the mouth.

'Well,' said Bellows, 'Minnie, let's take a moment here. Remember we're on live television.'

Bellows reached out and took hold of Minnie's hand. He knew how to work the scene. A brief moment of hyperactivity, then slow things down; let everyone relax a little, then crank it way back up again. A rollercoaster. Suddenly he wasn't doing political insight, he was Geraldo or Jerry Springer. This would play great back home, if they ever got to see it.

'You've just been shown photographs of your husband having unbelievable sex with another woman. Millions of people have just watched as you were publicly humiliated. This man you call your husband has just degraded you in front of the entire world. You have been humbled, stripped of your dignity, your reputation lies like canine poop in the dirt. He has demeaned and cheapened you, to the point where there's not a single viewer out there who will consider you any better than some slimy, pustulant bug, ready to be squished on the windshield of history. How does it feel?'

JLM wanted to interject but somehow the moment wasn't right, even for him. Minnie stared at the floor, head racing. She hadn't intended that it should all fall out quite like this. She wasn't thinking about her humiliation, of course. Couldn't give a damn about that. She was, like all the best political animals, trying to decide what was going to play best with the voting public. What was going to get her the most sympathy? Anger, forgiveness, tears, outright venom? Difficult to make a decision without a team of highly paid advisors giving her feedback.

'You tell him to stick it up his ass, darling!' said a voice from the back.

They turned. Veron Veron had risen to his feet. It talks!

'Veron!' said JLM.

'Who's the poof?' said Velure, off-camera.

Veron bristled, and pointed a crooked finger.

'You are so much better than him, darling, so much better. You have so got to walk away.'

Minnie said nothing, eyed Veron Veron up for a short while, then turned back to JLM.

'This is, like, who?' said Bellows.

'He's supposed to be my dresser,' said JLM, attempting to give Veron a bit of a death stare.

Minnie remained silent. She too, turned and gave Veron a bit of a death stare. He was meant to be keeping his mouth shut.

'I'm her lover!' Veron exclaimed violently to the world, delighted with the release of the truth.

A few jaws dropped. Minnie felt speared by the revelation and said nothing.

'Cool,' said Bellows. 'And we all had you pegged as totally homosexual.'

'Minnie?' said JLM, looking at her like a lost dog, desperately hurt. That man-thing which allowed him to have no end of sexual partners, but as soon as he found out about his wife having one, he was devastated.

'Oh for God's sake, Jesse,' she said. This wasn't going to plan. No point in her husband's credibility being shot to pieces live on TV, when the same thing was happening to her. 'Don't look at me like that. You've slept with every tart you've ever met in your entire life.'

'I have not!' he protested.

'Ha!' said Eaglehawk from the back, and with that he threw some more pictures of JLM and an assorted bag of women into the mix.

Bellows grabbed at some of them and held them up for the camera. There were hundreds of them. Hundreds of photographs and hundreds of women. Big women, small women, short and tall women, Indians and Chinese, brunettes and blondes, wildly attractive to downright bogmonsters, the full panoply of the Scottish melting pot. JLM had had sex with more women than, well, Eleanor Roosevelt.

Bellows turned and smiled at the camera, then looked back to Veron Veron, fascinated that this man actually slept with women. Veron Veron remained standing, full of indignation, at the back of the room.

'Jesus,' muttered JLM.

'You're really porking this guy?' said Bellows to Minnie, while turning some of the photos of JLM to the camera.

'I love her!' exploded Veron from the back, 'and she loves me!'

Minnie dropped her head into her hands. Breathe, breathe, breathe.

'This is fantastic,' said Velure to anyone who was listening.

Things were getting a little out of hand, but Larry Bellows had decided that maybe it was time to stir things up and let this crowd of loons completely implode. He could step in and pick up the pieces later on; this was going far further than he'd anticipated.

'Startling revelations,' said Bellows, more fuel to the fire. 'Would you like to take this opportunity to resign from the post of Prime Minister, Jesse?'

'I bloody well would not!' answered JLM, ignoring the slip. In fact, enjoying the slip. Prime Minister sounded good.

There were a few looks thrown his way. And again, as he was primed to do for every set of circumstances from now on, James Eaglehawk stepped into the fray, this time waving printed documentary evidence.

'Here's the proof!' he exclaimed. 'The proof that you, Jesse Longfellow-Moses, had Veronica Walters murdered. It's all here. You're a killer, Jesse. You're going to prison. Prison! You're finished!'

JLM rose to his feet to meet the challenge of Eaglehawk head on.

'It's lies!' he shouted. 'All lies! I will not be cowed by these monstrous allegations!'

'Come with me!' shouted Veron Veron to Minnie. 'Let's leave this place together and go to Mykinos.'

Minnie's head sank a little lower.

'What about me?' said a quiet voice, in amongst the tumult.

Everyone turned and looked at Rebecca Blackadder who, like most of the others, had been silent up until now. Barney Thomson glanced to his side. This had been fun right enough. Wouldn't have missed it for the world, even though it must've been making fair viewing on live TV. But he was a little disconcerted by what Blackadder might be about to say, and he raised an eyebrow at her.

'Don't,' said Minnie, looking round and shaking her head. Suddenly, having been in control, she was now on the verge of tears. Just as much as it was going belly up for Jesse, it was going down the pan big for Minnie. They were all coming out of the closet.

The audience looked from Blackadder to Minnie to Blackadder. Blackadder quickly glanced at Barney, a guilty look, squeezed his knee, then leant forward towards Minnie.

'Minnie,' she said, softly, 'forget the men, forget politics. You don't need any of it. We have each other.'

'Heeeeeeey!' said Larry Bellows. 'Lesbians. Coooooool! Did you know about this?' he said to JLM.

JLM was beginning to look a bit lost.

'No,' he croaked.

'Minnie?' said Veron Veron, desperately.

Barney sat back, looking with some awe at Rebecca Blackadder. You think you know some people, and then, poof! Up in smoke. But then, Hell, he had never known her. God, he didn't even know himself.

'I thought you were sleeping with Michael,' said Barney, rather bluntly.

A little gasp went round the crowd at this information. Blackadder turned to look at Barney, her eyes boring into him, angry and upset.

'How could I be?' she said. She swallowed, becoming overcome with the emotion of the moment; the emotion, in fact, of Michael's death. 'He was my brother.'

A moment's silence, and then another, bigger gasp around the room.

'You slept with your brother?' ejaculated Larry Bellows.

'No, of course I didn't sleep with him!' said Blackadder, and this time Minnie rose from her seat and crouched down beside Blackadder, and the two women cuddled in next to one another.

Veron Veron, for his part, was outraged. He stood aghast, millions of hurtful insults galloping towards his mouth at once, all catching in his throat. Eventually the wee fella decided he just wasn't going to be able to get any words out, and stormed from the room, with a swish, a fizzle and a swoosh.

The camera followed him out, quickly shot back to Minnie and Blackadder, closed in on them hugging for a second or two, then moved back to the centre, Larry Bellows sitting next to JLM.

'This is getting a little weird,' said Bellows.

'You think?' said JLM, voice lost, eyes wide and unsure whether to stare at his wife with another woman, or at all the incriminating evidence that Eaglehawk had just thrown into the public domain. He glanced up at Eaglehawk and his Nemesis smiled cruelly back at him.

'How could you think that, Barney?' said Blackadder, regaining her composure, as she pulled away from Minnie. Thinking that she shouldn't have come, and that now would be a good time to leave.

'I'm sorry,' said Barney. 'I was misinformed,' he added, rather weakly.

Blackadder held his gaze, the hurt evident in her eyes. But then, who was she to talk? She'd led Barney along, and here she was with the person she really loved.

'It's her he was really sleeping with,' said Blackadder, bitterness in her voice, indicating Farrow with a nod of the head.

Farrow, who'd been one of the quiet ones, suddenly blurted out an exasperated cry at her name getting brought into proceedings. The happy sweet collective of JLM was spectacularly imploding.

'Well, why the Hell shouldn't I sleep with him?' she cried. 'I was his wife!'

Another gasp rippled around the room. There was a sharp clap as Bing Velure smacked his hands together with glee.

'Who are we talking about?' said Bellows.

'The priest,' said Barney, shrugging.

'The priest?' said Bellows. 'Isn't that a thing?'

'He never wanted to be a priest,' said Farrow, standing to fight her corner. 'It was a nonsense. We married in secret last year. He was waiting until his mother died, and then he was going to leave the church. He loved me.'

'Pah!' said the Reverend Blake, who up until now, etc etc.

Everyone turned to look at Blake. Farrow bit her bottom lip, close to tears.

(Generally here, the women were getting tearful and emotional, while the guys were open-mouthed or amused. Except Veron Veron of course, who was already on his way to Milan.)

'You're the new priest?' said Bellows, trying to keep up.

'I bloody well am not,' said the Rev Blake. 'I'm Church of Scotland, and if Michael loved this harlot so much, maybe she'd like to explain why he was banging me.'

A gasp went around the room. Again.

(As channel surfers flicked by, over 95% of them were stopping to watch, and the viewing figures were rising exponentially. The thing was getting completely out of hand, the problem being that it was a fight with no referee. It was in no one's interest to step in and bring it to a halt. It was magnificent, unabashed, outrageous television at its most puerile and far-fetched, and only JLM might have had the authority to bring proceedings to a close; but he had ceded that authority under the weight of Eaglehawk's testimony.)

'He was not!' exclaimed Farrow.

'Yeah, he was,' said Blackadder, softly, barely interested. Minnie lifted her head back to look up at her, a look that said she should be quiet and forget everyone else.

Farrow simmered just below the boil.

'Utter bullshit!' she exclaimed, despite trying to tell herself to be more erudite.

'He was,' said Blackadder, still quiet but with greater insistence. 'I only found out about it two days ago.'

Farrow strangled a roar, then slumped back down into her seat, her heart frozen. Couldn't look at Blake, who was watching Farrow, spit and venom in her eyes.

And suddenly the room was quiet, so abruptly that Larry Bellows was almost caught off guard. The revelations of the past few minutes had been gathering pace, achieving their own momentum so that one had led on to another, as the thing had spiralled and spiralled. But now, in an instant it had blown itself out, as everyone had said what needed to be said, and too many people had plunged into a sulk.

'Right, folks,' said Bellows quickly, 'I think it might be time for a commercial break. We'll be right back after these messages.'

And he sat back, let out a long sigh, and smiled hugely. This was fabulous. He was Adam Vinatieri and this was the Superbowl.

Soap Opera 3

––––––––
Velure drew his hand across his throat. Bellows looked nonplussed. Someone on the set hurriedly scrawled 'BBC no adverts!!!' on a board and held it up. Bellows was about to start blurting out some stuff about the BBC being as commercial as any other organisation, but realised that it would be classical pissing in the wind so, ever the seasoned professional, he quickly schmoozed his way back into character.
'Welcome back to the second part of Larry Bellows Tonight! folks,' he said confidently, settling back into the old routine. 'Just in case anyone's missed anything so far,' and he started reading from another board which had been raised, written by Mandy, who'd been paying far more attention than had Bellows, 'tonight we've learned that the First Minister is an adulterer and a murderer, his wife's an adulteress and a lesbian, his dresser's not gay but is banging his wife, his psychiatrist is a lesbian and the brother of the priest who admitted multiple murder, but the priest was married to the First Minister's doctor and was also having an affair with the vicar.'

He'd read it all out in breathless fashion, then he turned and looked around his devastated audience, big cheesy grin on his chops.

'Wow, folks, what a ride! This is great. Anyone else got anything they'd like to contribute?'

Winona Wanderlip didn't have any amazing revelations, or at least none that she thought likely to be revealed that evening, but she thought it might be time to step forward and become the rudder that the Scottish Executive, the people of Scotland, and indeed this docu-drama were crying out for. This had been a humiliating farce for the whole country. At least some good would come out of it; Jesse Longfellow-Moses would be gone.

She was about to stand up and take the floor, when James Eaglehawk moved smoothly in to fill the void. Well, she thought, as she relaxed back into her seat, maybe it won't be too much of a bad thing. When one door closes...

'Yeah,' said Eaglehawk, 'I think it's about time that the full truth be told about the man who has led Scotland for the past nearly three years.'

And as he stepped forward, he was clutching folders and folders in his arms, the information with which Conrad Vogts had furnished him. He had already let loose an overture of damnation with the photographs of JLM's sexual abandon, now it was time to unleash the full nuclear strike force of accusation.

'What've you got there, Bud?' asked Larry Bellows, who could tell that this wasn't going to be as interesting as some of the other stuff that had gone before.

'You name it!' said Eaglehawk with triumph. 'Tax fraud, sex, pay-offs, strong arm tactics, manipulation, blackmail, collusion, murder! You're finished, Jesse. Finished!'

'Yeah, Bud,' said Bellows, reacting dismissively to Eaglehawk's claims, 'but you already cleaned him out about ten minutes ago.'

'No he didn't,' blurted out JLM, but even he knew he was clinging on by his armpit hair at this point.

'Tell us something new,' said Bellows. 'Bringing out more stuff on this guy is like putting a bullet in someone's face after you've cut their head off.'

'Right!' said Eaglehawk, 'I will tell you something new. I'll tell you that I, James T Eaglehawk, put myself forward as the new leader of Scotland, the man to take this magnificent country forward into a new relationship with Europe, where we can be a player, a broker, we can be the engine room and the bridge at the heart of the Starship Enterprise that is the European Union. This nation of ours...'

'Yeah, yeah, Bud,' said Bellows, stopping him in his tracks, which pleased more than a few people in attendance, 'we're looking for something a bit more interesting than that. You got anything about sex?'

'No!' said Eaglehawk. 'It's about time we started talking about serious politics.'

'What were you doing last night, then?' said a wee voice behind him.

Eaglehawk turned quickly. Bellows' ears perked up. Winona Wanderlip stood up from the midst of the small crowd and walked forward. She carried in her hand an A4 brown envelope. Slowly, deliberately, with immense cool, so she imagined, she began producing photographs of Eaglehawk in the buff, cavorting luxuriously with the girls Willing & Able, handing the pictures around the crowd, allowing the camera a view of each photo before passing it on.

'Vogts!' said Eaglehawk, spitting out the name.

'Hung by your own scrotum!' said Wanderlip.

'Ha!' said JLM, as some sort of last hurrah. 'I knew it. I've got a bigger knob than you, Eaglehawk.'

That's men for you. Size, size, size.

'So who are, like, you?' said Bellows, pointing at Wanderlip.

'I'm Wanderlip,' she said. 'Winona Wanderlip. And now that Longfellow-Moses has been uncovered as the scandalous crook we've all known him to be, I put myself forward as the only genuine and honest candidate here today, the candidate with the political nous and presence to be the leader of Scotland.'

Bellows nodded.

'Yeah, and you're the one with the great nipples, right?' he said. 'Are you going to show 'em to us this evening?'

'No, I'm not!' she said, remembering to keep calm now that she was practically leader of the country. 'And I'll tell you something else. This charade is over. I'm leaving now, and anyone who wants to play a serious part in the future of Scottish government can come with me.'

She looked around the room, the question only really aimed at Grey, MacPherson and Robertson. The three of them nodded and began to rise from their seats.

'This has been farcical,' she continued. 'A disgrace, an absolute disgrace, and it's over. It's time for decency and honesty to become the bywords of the Scottish Executive.'

Larry Bellows sat back, studying Wanderlip's breasts for any sign of activity, and not sure exactly how to prevent the walkout, or whether to be pleased about it. It would still leave most of the main players in the emotional drama, and get rid of some of the political bores.

He needn't have worried, however.

'What do you know about honesty?' said a surprising voice from the sidelines. The one member of the crowd who had stood throughout, arms folded across his chest, jaw set in a particularly hard way so as to impress watching Hollywood überbabes. A man for whom words were few, but well chosen.

Everyone turned.

'What d'you mean?' said Wanderlip, sharply. No idea what was coming. Genuinely no idea.

'Who's the '70s porno star?' said Bellows, looking around, and smiling at the camera, still demanding that the show was about him and not about all these fruitcakes.

'Don't!' said Parker Weirdlove suddenly, sitting across the room from The Amazing Mr X. X looked at Weirdlove; Wanderlip looked at Weirdlove; Weirdlove couldn't look her in the eye, and he stared belligerently at X telling him to keep his mouth shut.

Now Winona Wanderlip knew what was coming, and the fear crossed her face. Her heart suddenly felt like it would burst through her chest.

'Go on, '70s porno guy,' said Larry Bellows. 'Tell it how it is!'

'X!' said Weirdlove. 'Leave it!'

The Amazing Mr X looked at Weirdlove one last time, then turned to face Larry Bellows. He'd had enough of the lies and the deceit. And of all the lies which had eaten away at him, of all the falsehoods and misrepresentations and economical truths that plagued government and of which he was part, the one lie that he could no longer face, was that he fancied women. All those thoughts, all that time spent fantasising about them, it had been to hide the undeniable truth. The Amazing Mr X had been taking it up the butt from Parker Weirdlove. And he hated Weirdlove for making him live in denial.

'She's no better than the rest of them,' he said. 'Ask her about university.'

Bellows stared at Wanderlip, who was looking a bit flushed around the chops.

'Well, Nipplebabe,' he said, 'what about university?'

Wanderlip didn't look at him; she was too busy boring terrified holes into Parker Weirdlove. Weirdlove swallowed, not at all happy with the revelations that were about to be released to the world. He just hoped nobody was watching.

'Murder!' barked The Amazing Mr X. 'Murder!' he repeated, in case anyone had missed it.

If Weirdlove had had a gun, he would've shot The Amazing Mr X where he stood. But then, murdering someone live on television to cover up a murder you committed several years previously lacks a certain purpose.

'Go on then, '70s porno guy,' said Bellows, 'you're the man in the know.'

'She and Parker were at university together in the early '80s. They murdered another student and buried his body in the moors above East Kilbride.'

'Cool!' said Bellows. 'And how come you're in on the secret?'

'X!' barked Weirdlove again.

'Pillow talk!' exclaimed The Amazing Mr X, as he looked at Parker Weirdlove, and by heck, but it felt wonderful to get it out at last. Suddenly he was running naked down a mountainside in summer, the wind whistling through his cheeks, the freedom to do or say as he felt.

Bellows looked from X to Weirdlove and back.

'Hell, a couple of queers!' he quipped. 'This is fan-tastic.'

Wanderlip gave Weirdlove another look of hopelessness and pain, then slumped back into the seat from which she had risen just two minutes earlier to claim her rightful place at the head of the Scottish Executive.

'Anybody else?' said Bellows, enthusiastically, looking around the room.

Well, there was a fair bit of agitation going on, several people wanting to get things off their chest; albeit some of it being fairly minor, such as Alisdair MacPherson's desire to admit to a fondness for Barry Manilow.

Just as the show seemed to be sagging a little, and Bellows was thinking that he might have to rejoin the fray and start working the crowd again, the door opened and in walked another two bit-part actors to join the crowd scene.

Bellows swivelled round as the pair of comedians walked onto the set. The camera followed the look of the crowd, and so the viewing public got their first sight of Detective Chief Inspector Solomon and Detective Sergeant Kent.

'Who the Hell are you guys?' said Bellows, beginning to wonder if this might all be some mad set-up to which he wasn't party.

'DCI Solomon,' said Solomon, holding forward his badge. 'And yes, I'm wise as fuck. This is Sergeant Kent. We're here to make an arrest.'

The crowd had pretty much given up gasping. They were all gasped out. (For the moment.) And most of them were too locked into their own private hell to be concerned about who was going to be arrested.

Barney Thomson raised another eyebrow. Well, actually, it was the same eyebrow as the one he'd raised previously, he just raised it again. Most of this stuff was just passing him by. So he thought.

'Cool,' said Bellows, as Mandy passed him another note. Bellows scanned it quickly, gave the camera a knowing look, then turned back to Tom & Jerry.

'Hey, Federal Agent type guys,' said Bellows, 'I've been informed that you might like to check out the barber's pockets. Don't know what the Hell that's all about, but it sounds out-standing.'

Barney stared at him, took a quick check around the room to see who was looking at him. As it turned out, everyone was now looking at him, glad suddenly to have someone else on whom to focus. He made a move to check his pockets, but was stopped by a bark from Solomon.

'Hold it, Buster!' he snapped. 'You might want to let us do that.'

Barney breathed out and held his hands above his head, thinking that there wasn't really likely to be anything of much interest in his pockets anyway. The odd coin, couple of bits of chewing gum, his I.D. card.

Solomon and Kent stepped forward. Kent stood in front of Barney, ensuring that he didn't suddenly dash off to Belgrade or somewhere. Solomon put his hands in Barney's jacket pockets and started rifling. Didn't take long.

A scowl crossed his face, then he came up with a small, clear freezer bag. He held the bag up to look at its contents, then let Kent have a look, then Barney, then anyone else who was interested, then, with a thespian flair for the dramatic, he turned and showed it to the camera, so that the watching audience of millions got a good swatch as well.

'A-mazing!' enthused Larry Bellows.

'C-double-O-L cool,' said Bing Velure off-camera.

'It ain't mine,' said Barney, with undue extemporaneousness.

'Big surprise,' said Solomon. 'There ain't too many guys carry one of their toes around in their jacket pocket.'

Barney took another look at the toe, became even more aware of all the eyes that were resting on him. Bugger murder and infidelity and whatever else had just been revealed, suddenly all these politicians had something else to distract the audience from their indiscretions, and they were all refocusing.

'You want to explain yourself, cowboy?' said Solomon.

Barney shrugged.

'Can't,' he said.

'I could be mistaken,' said Solomon, 'but I think this might be the toe of Nelly Stratton.'

The audience, right enough, weren't yet through gasping, and so they gasped again. Barney raised that eyebrow; if he wasn't careful he was going to be a victim of Repetitive Eyebrow Strain.

'You want to explain that?' said Barney.

'We found Mrs Stratton's body this morning, following evidence left by Father Michael,' said Solomon. Then he turned to the camera to wring maximum melodrama from the situation. 'She'd had one of her toes removed.'

Huge gasp from the crowd. Huge.

'Un-believable!' crowed Larry Bellows.

'What are you saying?' said Barney.

'Barney Thomson,' said Solomon, solemnly, with one eye on the camera, 'I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Nelly Stratton, and seven other members of the Scottish Executive cabinet. You have the right...'

'Whoa!' said Barney, although he wasn't entirely sure where that came from.

'What?' said Solomon.

'Well,' said Barney slowly, 'you know, I'm not really sure that I care all that much, but you don't think that this might be a plant? Why on earth would I come to a thing like this with a toe in my pocket?'

'Because you want to get caught,' one of the crowd barked, and a few others nodded and said 'yeah' in low voices.

'That's insane,' said Barney.

'Hey,' said Larry Bellows, and before he said anything else, everyone pretty much knew that it wasn't going to help, 'you're insane!'

'Look,' said Solomon, 'do you even know what you've been doing the past few days? You're this weird thing, you don't even know where you've come from. Maybe you've been programmed to do this, and you don't realise.'

Barney was staring at Solomon. He tore his eyes away, turned to Rebecca Blackadder, who was still cuddled up to MLM and not looking like detaching any time soon. She did manage to give Barney a bit of an encouraging look, but accompanied it with a wee shrug of the shoulders to indicate she couldn't really help him out.

'I'm pretty sure I'll have alibis,' said Barney.

'We'll see about that,' said Solomon.

Barney lowered his eyes and stared at the floor. Madness. It was madness. But then, was the suggestion madness or was the madness his? Of course he hadn't killed anyone, hadn't ripped any toes off. But then, when somewhere in the region of fifty years had been lost to him, how could he say for sure that the odd hour here and there had not also been lost?

'Cuff him, Sergeant,' said Solomon, and Kent moved forward, showing his best side to the camera, and wondering if he could manage to get a word in. No need for Solomon to get all the glory.

The audience stared at Barney, trying to decide if it was cool or scary that a serial killer had cut their hair that afternoon.

'Full circle,' said Rebecca, looking at him and nodding. 'What goes around comes around.'

Barney shook his head, finally managed a wry smile. What the Hell. He'd felt like he'd been in prison for the past week anyway, what difference would it make? Whatever had gone before in his life, it seemed that by rights he shouldn't even be here. So, if someone wanted to frame him for murder, then maybe he should just let them.

Maybe that was it. Maybe that was why he'd been introduced into this absurd collective. To bring a former suspected serial killer into their midst, so that when people were murdered, he would be a convenient fall guy, set up with the most crudely planted evidence.

As a theory it had potential, but nothing in Scottish politics is ever thought out with that amount of forward planning, and the thought barely had time to gestate before it was proven wrong.

Kent was just about to clip the handcuffs shut on him, when Bing Velure excitedly yelped from the edge of the set.

'Hey fellas!' he said. 'Check this out!'

The crowd turned and looked at a monitor sitting on a table just off set. Larry Bellows was thinking that this whole thing was getting ridiculously out of his hands, with even Velure having more of a say than was he, so he said, 'Yeah, good people, take a look at this!' in an overly-excited voice, even though he had no idea what was coming.

'We taped this earlier,' said Velure, in a bit of a gush. 'One of the technicians editing for highlights just picked it up.'

The camera closed in on the monitor, the audience leaned forward in their seats. It was video replay of Darius Grey declaring his good intentions for the elderly, and he himself smiled as he watched his own performance. There were a few glances around the room as the crowd wondered why they were being forced to watch this again; but not for long.

'Look, look, look!' said Velure, aroused to almost carnal levels.

And there, behind the earnest figure of Darius Grey, was a woman's hand taking a small clear freezer bag containing Nelly Stratton's toe, out of her own pocket and slipping it into the pocket of Barney Thomson.

Soap Opera 4

––––––––
The crowd turned, gasping. Again. There you are, but that's how it was. Finally, after all the revelations of the previous twenty minutes, the big Truth, the truth that had dwarfed them all, the one that had spread fear around the government and disinterest around the media, had also been revealed.
And so, the Reverend Alison Blake rose to her feet, moving away from the crowd as she did so, a look of madness springing to her face, her nostrils flaring in the wind.

'Hah!' she barked, 'I was wondering how long it would take you sad fuckers to catch up with me.'

Solomon and Kent said nothing. The crowd watched agog, those close to her backing off.

'You're the minister, right?' said Bellows, it being at least seven minutes since he'd engaged her in conversation, and needing his memory refreshed.

'Check the brains on that eejit!' she said. 'Stupid American bastard.'

'Hey!' said Bellows, but then he couldn't think of anything else to say to seriously object, because he was a stupid American bastard.

'Alison?' said JLM, looking a bit concerned.

'I had to do it, Jesse,' she said. 'I had to murder all those idiots in the cabinet.'

Larry Bellows turned to the camera, demanding that he be given some air time. Velure made the switch.

'So, what, like members of the cabinet have been getting murdered as well?' said Bellows.

Velure indicated the switch back to the Rev Blake, if that was the low level of insight that the host was going to bring to the occasion.

'Hey!' said Larry Bellows, off shot, but everyone was focused on Alison Blake.

'Alison,' said JLM, 'how could you? Why?'

Pleading with her, as if he'd actually cared about them.

'They needed culling,' said Blake. Her voice had settled down, and she was staring into the pit of madness as she looked at the audience.

'Can't argue with that,' said James T Eaglehawk, as a wee aside, settled firmly now in a complete humph as he was, and wondering if this latest item of news would somehow help him get into the seat of power.

'What harm had they done you?' said Rebecca Blackadder. Bitterness in her voice, because it was Blake's crimes that had indirectly led to Michael's death.

'Not me!' said Blake, eyes wide and loony. 'They were harming Jesse. Don't you see? That's why we're all here. We're here for Jesse. We wouldn't have jobs, we wouldn't exist if it wasn't for him. It's all about Jesse.'

'So you two are like banging?' said Bellows, directing his question at JLM, because frankly Blake was freaking him out a little too much.

JLM looked a little guilty but said nothing. This was all going so gloriously over the top that he was bizarrely beginning to think that maybe he could get out of it with his career still intact. Unaware of just how incontrovertible was the proof of his implication in the murder of Veronica Walters.

'Yes,' said Blake, 'but it's not just about that. It's about power. It's about respect. It's about love and decency and honesty and looking up to your superiors.' Frankly, she was beginning to sound like a Peugeot advert. 'Wally McLaven knew about Jesse and me and was going to blackmail him. He had to go. He had to be stopped.'

JLM nodded, without thinking. McLaven had been a sneaky little shit in politics, just as he'd been on the football field. The smiling assassin. Hadn't necessarily deserved to die, but the blackmail thing had been coming and would have needed to be dealt with.

'What about Honeyfoot?' said Eaglehawk, hoping that it would incriminate JLM even more.

'She was undermining him,' sneered Blake.

'I didn't ask you to do it,' said JLM weakly, aiming it more at the cameras and the policemen.

Suddenly, he and Eaglehawk were using Blake as a pawn, Eaglehawk trying to suck her into a close association with the First Minister, JLM trying to distance himself. Of course, Eaglehawk was playing her like Kasparov, while JLM was playing her like Mr Magoo.

'You didn't have to, Jesse,' said Blake.

'What about Filiben?' said Eaglehawk, egging her on.

'She was going to challenge Jesse's leadership. A turncoat and a traitor. Bloody Judas, masquerading as a serious politician.'

'And Stratton?' said Eaglehawk, intending to go through every one and make it as bad for JLM as possible.

'She was sabotaging him in the parliament,' said Blake. JLM groaned.

'Spiderman?' said Eaglehawk, loving every minute, and the fact that the longer it went on, the more that was revealed, the more chance there was of people totally ignoring what had been disclosed about him. JLM was miles in the shit, Wanderlip was a murderess and Darius Grey was still in nappies. There might be a way back yet.

'Looked at me funny once,' said Blake.

'Oh. McIntyre?' asked Eaglehawk, with a little more hesitation.

'Owed me a fiver,' said Blake.

'Right,' said Eaglehawk. 'Benderhook?'

'Never used to hold the doors open,' said Blake quickly.

Farrow, Wanderlip and Blackadder nodded in agreement, despite themselves.

'And Malcolm Malcolm III of the Clan Malcolm?' said Eaglehawk, realising that they were drifting well away from the agenda of incriminating JLM by this stage.

'Used to wear Disney waistcoats to committee,' said Blake, and looked contemptuously around the room.

'Just got yourself a law suit there,' said JLM resignedly, realising that this wasn't going great for him.

'What about me?' said Wanderlip, a little indignant, rising from the ashes of her own shattered career. Of all of the cabinet, she thought she'd been the only one actually capable of mounting a serious challenge to Jesse. 'How come I wasn't killed?'

Blake spat out a laugh.

'Winnie,' she said, 'you were beneath contempt. Pillow talk! I knew all about your pathetic little secret from university. Murdering you would've been too easy. I was just waiting for you to make your stupid little move, and then I was going to nail you up on the cross and watch you squirm.'

'Soo-perb!' said Larry Bellows very loudly, trying to attract attention to himself.

'So,' said Blackadder, 'Michael was clearing up after you? God, he was such a fool to have loved you.'

'He didn't love her!' exclaimed Farrow.

'Yes he did,' said Blake, 'but it wasn't him who was clearing up after me.'

'Who was it then?' said Blackadder, getting the question in just before a few of the others.

The Rev Blake only sneered at her. The others looked around the room, waiting to see if anyone was going to own up to the strange deed. And, sure enough, it was that kind of evening...

'It was me,' said a surprising voice from behind. Everyone turned once more, gasps of astonishment now coming at a frightening rate. Patsy Morningirl, standing with her legs spread wide and her hands on her hips, stared defiantly at the crowd.

'Patsy!' exclaimed JLM.

'What?' said Blake, because she was suddenly a bit lost.

'This is like having sex with eight women at the same time!' ejaculated Bellows. 'Coo-el!' By this time, however, no one was even noticing when he spoke.

'I know,' said Morningirl, 'you all think I'm this airhead bimbo. Well, you're wrong.'

'You're a stupid airhead bimbo,' said Wanderlip, huffily.

'You're a moronic cretinous twat-brained breast-implanted fuckhead, who's so stupid you aspire to being an airhead bimbo!' said Blake with some joyous venom.

'Can she, like, say fuckhead on TV?' said Bellows off camera.

'I'm none of those things,' said Morningirl. 'I'm......'

She paused. The world waited. Then she put her hands up to her neck, and began to pick away at the skin. A line began to appear around her neck, the audience began to squirm. And then, with a sudden dramatic movement, she pulled the skin away from her neck and then up over her face and head, her hair coming away too, as she pulled off the latex mask under which she had been existing during daylight hours for the past year and a half. In an instant Patsy Morningirl was gone, and a fifty year-old man, a touch of the James Woods about him, was staring back at the crowd. And the crowd was definitely staring at him.

Most of them had no idea who he was. Rebecca Blackadder knew, however. Her mouth dropped open, and tears immediately came to her eyes.

'Daddy?' she gasped.

'Yes, Rebecca dear,' said Dr Herman Blackadder, stepping forward, removing his outer shell of clothing, including the fantastic fake breasts, to reveal a small man with a slight hunchback, in a tuxedo. He looked with a mixture of hope, concern and humility at his daughter. 'It's me,' he said. 'I'm back.'

'God!' she said, as she rose to her feet. MLM still clutched her hand. 'But we thought you died in a train crash in the Andes in 1981, just after the Royal Wedding?'

Herman Blackadder tried to smile, but he was hurtin', hurtin' bad. He'd been watching his children for months now, but had spoken only to Michael. He'd taken at face value his son's assertion that Rebecca was deeply troubled and that meeting her father might tip her over the edge. However, like everyone else attached to the political world, Michael had had his own agenda. Fully cognisant of the details of Rebecca's affair with Minnie, he'd been trying to drive them apart; which explained his implication of her in the murders, an attempt to have her locked up and torn away from her lover. (Although, his thinking that prison was the best place to send a woman to get her away from lesbian sex, was probably a little out of focus.)

In time Herman Blackadder had realised that Michael was the troubled one of the pair, from his absurd marriage to Farrow, to his planetary infatuation with Blake.

'I'm deeply sorry, my sweet angel, I truly am,' said Blackadder. 'But it was all an MI6 plot. I spent twelve years in a Bolivian prison. Since then I've been working in a secret government research centre. There's not a day gone by when I haven't thought about you.'

'A secret government research centre!' she cried.

'Yes,' he said. 'We've been investigating reanimating dead life forms. In the last couple of years we've progressed onto human beings. We've kept bodies in stasis after they've been declared technically brain dead, and we've been able to bring them back, sometimes years later.'

'Oh my God!' exclaimed Rebecca, and automatically she looked at Barney.

Barney rolled his eyes.

'Yes, Mr Thomson,' said Herman Blackadder. 'You were one of our experiments, our most successful to date, in fact. I had you introduced into the First Minister's inner circle, to give me another excuse to get close to my family. I was so beginning to tire of this sordid Morningirl business.'

'Yeah, yeah,' said Barney.

'It's true! Everything that you've heard before has been a lie!'

'Don't care,' said Barney. And you know, he didn't.

'Daddy!' exclaimed Rebecca again, just because she was still in shock. Her old man looked at her with pity.

'I'm sorry, Rebecca, I should've spoken to you earlier, I know,' he said, 'but Michael counselled against it. When I realised the full horror of his infatuation with the Rev Blake, I started looking into her activities. I knew what she was up to, even before she started. I followed her around, clearing up after her, hoping that it would never come out, because I knew Michael would get sucked into the whole thing. And as it was, he found out in any case and could not handle it all.'

'He was a pathetic fool!' said Blake, a little put out that Morningirl had pulled off her mask and was massively stealing her limelight. For God's sake, she was the mass murderer here, the attention should be on HER!

'Excuse me,' said DCI Solomon to Blackadder, 'but you didn't think of informing the police at any stage?'

Herman Blackadder breathed deeply and shook his head.

'I truly am sorry, Detective Chief Inspector,' he said.

Solomon nodded. He liked it when people addressed him using his full title.

'That's fine, sir. Cuff her, Kent,' he said to DS Kent.

And then, live on television, in front of a viewing public that had reach the heights of 17million, DCI Solomon moved forward and placed the Rev Blake under arrest. The Kabinet Killer had been caught.

'And you know what?' said Solomon turning and looking at the crowd, who were all a little shell-shocked by now, 'we only came here to arrest Wanderlip for biting Longfellow-Moses on the knob.'

And so they arrested Winona Wanderlip as well, cuffing her with that extra set which DS Kent always carried about with him.

'We close in fifteen,' said Mandy suddenly, and the camera swung back round onto Bellows, who affixed the cheesy grin to his face and straightened his shoulders.

'Gee, folks,' he said, 'that was one helluva show. Totally unscripted, because you just couldn't write that stuff. Tree-mendous. See you next week on Larry Bellows Live! when we'll be meeting another couple who pass for celebrity in this country. Goodnight and God bless!'

The credits rolled, Velure exhorted the company to wave to the camera, which only the politicians did, and then the picture turned to black and it was all over.

There were a few in attendance who had it in mind to make a quick dash for it, but as soon as the show was finished, another couple of police officers – who'd ostensibly been there as security – charged onto the set and arrested JLM and Parker Weirdlove. And you couldn't say that they didn't have it coming.

In the end the police took everybody from the show, including Larry Bellows, into custody, just to save time, before releasing the appropriately innocent.

Champion, as Jesse Longfellow-Moses might have said, had he not been arrested with his political career in tatters at the end of the evening.

For The Lips Of A Strange Woman Drop As An Honeycomb, And Her Mouth Is Smoother Than Oil; But Her End Is Bitter As Wormwood, Sharp As A Two-Edged Sword. Her Feet Go Down To Death; Her Steps Take Hold On Hell

Barney Thomson sat in his room. Late Friday night, watching extended highlights of that evening's edition of the Larry Bellows show. It made good viewing, and he was pleased to see that he had been almost entirely excluded from the show. The toe thing got a mention, of course, but more as the device by which Blake had finally been trapped, rather than of any interest into whose pocket she'd secreted the digit.

For once the news headlines were actually paying attention to the drama surrounding the Scottish Executive, albeit the confession of the Kabinet Killer barely warranted a mention. Colour pictures of Jesse Longfellow-Moses and James T Eaglehawk in the buff were all the news, as well as the tales of lesbian and homosexual sex, and the variety of arrests that had taken place in the wake of the show.

Larry Bellows' agents were already in negotiation with the US networks, Bing Velure was already on a plane to New York.

Barney hit the off switch, lifted his beer and walked to the window of his apartment. He looked out at the courtyard, and the steady stream of drizzle that fell in front of the lights. He no longer had the desperate compunction to get away the next day, but he wasn't going to hang around much longer in any case. Someone, some time would be voted into the position of First Minister, he presumed, and it was unlikely that they would want the personal entourage with which JLM had encumbered himself. He would give it a day or two's thought, and then he would be on his way.

He put the bottle to his mouth, tipped the cold liquid down his throat. This seemed normal, somehow. Cast adrift from society. No friends, nowhere in particular to go. Just wandering alone, looking for something as much as he was looking for nothing.

There was a knock at the door and Barney dropped his eyes and stared down at the wet cobbles, three floors beneath him. One last visitor to cast a shadow before he turned out the lights.

'It's open,' he called.

The door opened and closed again, soft footsteps crossed the carpet, the woman came and stood beside him. She breathed softly. He knew who it was without turning. Had known, in fact, that she would come and join him at some stage.

They stood and watched the rain falling from the Gods as if to wash away the stains that had blighted the Scottish capital that evening. Barney waited. She became lost in the restricted view, the cobbles shining under the street lights.

'I'm sorry,' she said, eventually. 'I should've told you about Minnie.'

'That's all right,' said Barney.

'No,' she said, 'it's not. It's just, people judged me. Michael judged me. He would've done anything to split Minnie and me up.'

'Yeah,' said Barney. 'Anyway, I don't think we were meant to happen. I don't think I'm meant to happen with anyone.'

'Don't say that,' she said, looking at him for the first time, although he never moved his eyes from the street below.

'Well,' he said, 'it's not self-pity or anything. I don't know, I just don't feel right. In this body. In this head.'

She said nothing. She looked back out at the cleansing of the night.

'Do you believe my father?' she said.

Barney smiled again, had another drink. It had just been another explanation thrown into the mix, right at the end of the show. Like a chef suddenly remembering to add bay leaves to the bolognaise ten seconds before dishing up. It seemed no more or no less relevant than any of the accounts which had preceded it. Brain transplant, coma, hypnosis, rapid cell development, reanimation, zombification, the undead, alien virus, cartoon character brought to life by ancient curse; they could go on forever. Did it matter? He was here now, and that was all that seemed important. He didn't care what had gone before, he just had the present to sort out, a future to decide what to do with. His life was like a field covered in snow; a fresh, clean canvas, waiting to be, well, fucked up probably.

'Sounds spot on, doesn't it?' he said, caustically

'God, I don't know. I'm sorry, I'd really like to be able to help you.'

'Maybe you're Dr Who,' she added, after a short silence.

Barney smiled. 'Christ, I hope not,' he said. 'Seven lives, I'll be around for bloody ages.'

'I should have told you about Minnie,' she said again, interrupting the mild outbreak of good humour.

'You said that already,' said Barney.

'Yes,' she said.

And they lurched once more into silence, and eventually their hands found each other and they stood together looking out into the wet of a cold autumn night in Edinburgh.

*** 

The Prime Minister flicked off the television, stood up and looked out of the window onto Downing Street. He'd been in power for seven years now, and not once in all that time of rough-riding over others and no end of Machiavellian schemes, had any of his plans come off with such wonderful panache as this one.

He'd been in favour of Scottish devolution from the start, he'd backed it, he'd pushed it, he'd prodded it into place. And right from the off, it had been a complete disaster. The only possible way to get out of the whole thing without he himself looking like a turkey, was for it to completely self-implode. It had been going that way anyway, but a little helping hand had been all it had needed to push it over the edge. All right, they now owed the bloody BBC a thing or two, but that would be an easy enough favour to cancel out. What he had just watched, for the third time, had been more than worth it. And a particular delight seeing the Chancellor's little patsy, Wanderlip, get her comeuppance.

'It went well,' he said to the visitor, who was slouched on a sofa, bottle of beer in his hand. 'You did an excellent job.'

'Thank you, Prime Minister,' said the man.

'I owe you much,' said the Prime Minister.

'Nah,' said the man. 'I enjoyed it. Another German beer and a fine pair of women to snuggle down with for the night, and we'll be even.'

The Prime Minister turned and smiled. If only all the slime he dealt with in politics were as easy to satisfy.

'Certainly, Conrad,' he said. 'Did you have any specific women in mind?

Where Are They Now

––––––––
Despite allowing his hair to grow back into a piecey Tom Cruise (Time Magazine cover), Jesse Longfellow-Moses was sentenced to twenty years in prison for the murder of Veronica Walters. Two months later he was declared delusionally insane, and received a frontal lobotomy. The doctor also mistakenly removed his penis.
Minnie Longfellow-Moses married Dr Rebecca Blackadder in Reno, Nevada. They were both killed when the Southern Californian lesbian commune in which they were living was stormed by the FBI, looking for Moon Landing Conspiracy Theorists.

Dr Herman Blackadder is the Director of MI6.

Veron Veron is living in London, working for Stella McCartney. He is unmarried, and still bears a tattoo of Minnie Longfellow-Moses on his spleen.

The Amazing Mr X was picked up, as he hoped, by Hollywood. He was sacked from his position as personal bodyguard to Cameron Diaz for dressing in his employer's underwear. He is currently appearing in Oklahoma, off-Broadway.

James T Eaglehawk was proven to be a shallow, cheating, conniving, ruthless, duplicitous, underhand, lying bastard. He transferred to the Westminster Labour government and is now Foreign Secretary.

Dr Louise Farrow moved to St Andrews where she eventually married Prince William.

Parker Weirdlove was arrested for the twenty year-old murder of Alan Davis. He was repeatedly gang raped in prison, until his release, when he became principal secular advisor to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland.

Winona Wanderlip was sentenced to ten years in jail for her part in the murder of Alan Davis. She escaped on her way to prison and fled to Beverly Hills, California. She was killed when the house in which she was living was stormed by the FBI, searching for New World Order Conspiracy Theorists.

Conrad Vogts is Chancellor of Germany.

The Reverend Alison Blake was tried for the murders of the eight cabinet ministers and found Not Proven. Unable to find employment with the Church of Scotland, she transferred to the Catholic Church and is now Archbishop of Argyll.

The Scottish Parliament was closed down and all executive powers transferred back to Westminster. The beautiful £400m building, which grew out of the land, was turned into a Museum of Modern Art. It was later inadvertently burned down by council workers after being mistaken for a landfill site.

Barney Thomson is walking the earth and getting in adventures. You can next read about him in the upcoming thriller, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Barber.

### 
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Prologue: 2 Deaths

––––––––
Jonah Harrison was the kind of guy who twisted the seatbelt every time he sat in a car.
The town of Millport on the island of Cumbrae in the Firth of Clyde. 2:46 on a grey and bleak Monday afternoon in April. Jonah had been sitting at his laptop for three hours. On-line, fingers tapping. Awaiting the outcome of the 2.40 at Kempton Park. He was two thousand down on the day, nearly thirty thousand down on the year. January had been good, but he'd lost all his gains in one abysmal afternoon at Taunton in late February, and the six weeks since had been increasingly ugly. He was out of control, and the time he didn't spend at his computer was generally used to complete credit card applications. A few months earlier he'd had no interest in the horses whatsoever, but he'd been given a copy of Seabiscuit: An American Legend for Christmas, he'd devoured the book, and he'd immersed himself in horse racing ever since, uncovering a gambling addiction along the way. It's good to discover new interests in your later years, other than drooling and shouting at teenagers.

Jonah was also unhappily married, his wife was having an affair with the local Church of Scotland minister, and he had a small malignant tumour in his colon which was still some vicious wasting months short of making itself known.

However, none of that actually mattered as he was about to die on his way to taking a pish.

His legs were shaking under the desk; from the waist down he looked like Elvis. In fact, from the waist up he looked like Elvis. Circa '77, serious contender for the lead role in the upcoming Hollywood action flic, Fat Bastardman. No stranger to the buffet table, no alien at the fish and chip shop, doughnut poster child for the new millennium, it was Jonah who had eaten all the pies. He had been needing to go to the bathroom for over an hour, but had continually put if off, such was his obsession.

At 7-1, Brother's Leap had seemed a decent bet. He had placed well in a couple of previous outings at Goodwood Park and Thatcham, the ground suited him. So Jonah had gone for a clear thousand on the bet, in the hope of wiping off a quarter of the year's losses in one swoop.

He rose hurriedly from the desk, pushing the laptop away from him and finally logging off, as Brother's Leap trailed in ninth of ten. A month earlier the loss of a grand in one go would've had his insides curling up like a snake, but now it was nothing. Forget about it and get back on with the business. Only ever one click away from the next big score.

He walked briskly up the hall and pushed on the bathroom door. Locked. No surprise, as Ruth more or less lived in there. He knocked loudly.

'Ruthie, come on!'

Ruthie, however, was not about to escape the enslavement of the bathroom mirror, to which she was as much beholden as was he to the heirs of Seabiscuit.

'I'm still doing this,' she replied calmly, although she could tell from the peculiar quality of his voice that he must be desperate.

'Ruthie!' he ejaculated.

'You bursting?' she asked calmly, while applying Duraglut Face Cement to the canyons in her cheeks.

'Aye!' he called, hopping pathetically from one leg to the next, 'I am bursting. Are you done?'

She paused, keeping Jonah at his barn dance shindig for another few seconds, while her mind drifted to the Reverend Dreyfus, a delicious man of upstanding character.

'No,' she said eventually. 'Go and pee in the kitchen sink.'

He banged his fist against the door to accompany the heartfelt exasperated grunt. Leant his head against it for a second, before quickly accepting his fate.

He turned hurriedly and broke into a run over the five yards of the upstairs landing. The stairs were steep, not to be taken in a rush and certainly not by the man who'd eaten all the curry. On top of which Jonah had his weak ankles to think about.

He blundered down the first few steps much too quickly. His ankle gave way – didn't break or anything, just twisted round as if someone was ringing water from it – and he pitched forward. Twenty-two and a half stones of unsightly animal blubber flew through the air. He landed on his head on the step fifth from the bottom. Ought, at least, to have stopped himself with his arms, but they were too busy flailing around trying to grab at banisters. And while his ankle had survived the twist without breaking, his neck was not so fortunate. Sudden rupture of the top of the spinal cord, the neck buckled and snapped, slight crunching of bone, and less than a second later his full weight thundered onto the bottom of the steps and down onto the floor.

The house shook.

In the bathroom, Ruth Harrison watched the gin ripple in her glass. She glanced at the door, waiting for the tyrannosaur. When it didn't appear, she looked back at the mirror and continued her in-depth study of the latest blackhead in the collection.

In death, Jonah Harrison's bladder held firm and there was a certain serene beauty about his squashed and pudgy cheeks.

*** 

The other death occurred not on that day, but on a Monday afternoon almost thirty years previously, during the long, hot summer of '76. Water shortages, ice cream wars and grass parched a very pale brown.

Azarael Corinthian was the kind of man who had been bred for great things, his entire life pointing in one direction, to one great end. A life that involved many secrets and a lot of waiting. And so, naturally, he had rebelled through most of his life and had reached his mid-thirties with none of the required poise and maturity which had been expected of him.

He had been brought up in Millport and had a robust contempt for the place. Yet even though both of his parents were dead by that summer and he had no other family on the island, something brought him back there every year. Some dedication to duty perhaps, which found its way out, no matter how deeply buried it was in his subconscious.

That summer he returned to Millport after having spent the better part of seven months in Las Vegas. Too much gambling, although it had surprisingly all but evened itself out over the piece, too many women, too much alcohol, too much junk food, too many nights spent in luxurious hotel rooms with expensive drugs and prostitutes.

He had come to Millport to dry out and reconnect with his past. Unfortunately his immediate past of cocaine and burgers and cigarettes and vodka had more of a connection. After three days on the island he had decided that he was feeling good enough about himself to take some light exercise. He had started with the time honoured Millport tradition of cycling leisurely around the island, which had been straightforward. However, he had then made the unsound judgement call that he could go for a short run in the afternoon up to the top of the hill at the centre of the island, from where one can look west down over the golf course to the hills of Bute and Arran, and north back up the firth to the mountains of Argyll, and east and south to the mainland.

He never made it to the top of the hill, instead suffering a severe heart attack on the way up. It was at least twenty minutes before a car passed by to stop for a look at the prone body and by the time he had been taken to the small hospital at the foot of the hill, it had been too late. Azarael Corinthian was dead at the age of thirty-six, and the unhappy world of at least a few other people would be thrown into turmoil.

Dead Original

––––––––
'Think of a new way to commit murder.'
Everything was new in the room although it had the appearance of senescence. The dark brown leather had been sprayed to give mustiness, the books had been coated in dust. Out of town visitors to the house thought it early Victorian. James Randolph knew better, having seen the house grow stone by stone, but he was impressed with the feel of it. Why build in today's style, which would be outdated in a decade, when you could create a house which looked like it had been part of the landscape for a hundred and fifty years?

But a new method of murder? That was far more interesting.

'Define new.' said Randolph. 'A new implement of death or a new way to extinguish life?'

Bartholomew Ephesian stood with his back to Randolph, looking out over the Clyde. The Isle of Bute was dull and grey across the water, the mountains of Arran mostly shrouded in cloud. The sea was restless and for the moment there wasn't a single boat to be seen. Ephesian glanced at the small clock on the mantleshelf. Quarter to three. Quarter to eleven in Hong Kong, and he wondered how many women Ping Phat would be in bed with at that moment.

'A new implement means nothing,' he said, making a small gesture with his glass. 'You could kill someone with a candy bar. I'm talking about something much more fundamental, something far more intrinsic to human life. A cardinal death.'

'You'd need to know medicine,' said Randolph.

Ephesian turned for the first time in ten minutes, gave Randolph the benefit of his eyebrow, and looked away. Never actually looked Randolph straight in the eye.

Had Bartholomew Ephesian been born in the 1990s, he would have been taken to a psychologist and would have been quickly diagnosed as having some condition which had recently come into vogue in the United States. However, he'd been born into a wealthy family in the west end of Glasgow just after the second war, and so he'd just been marked down as another gifted but spoiled kid. Couldn't relate to his classmates, got into too many fights, and could multiply one thousand three hundred and forty-one by eight hundred and seventy-six in under a second. However, much more than most, his personality and behavioural patterns had dominated and shaped his life. From his need to self-employment from an early age, to a total inability to relate to the one woman who had ever loved him, his existence had been dominated by a continuing effort to find a space in amongst everyone else in the world.

'And how would you know it was entirely original?' Randolph added. 'You have access to Scotland Yard files? FBI? Interpol?'

This time Ephesian didn't turn. Randolph had felt amused by his own question but he found the silence disconcerting. He could see the gulls circling above the water, could hear their doleful cries; the sound of the sea, waves on the shore far below. Intimidation by silence, against the weakness of spirit which allowed one to be thus intimidated; the polarisation between the two men. Ephesian had power, even if, to those in the town, it did not seem to extend much beyond the small bays and the shops along the shorefront of Millport. Randolph was a man who lived in a house by the boatyard, with little else to define him.

'Yes,' said Ephesian, looking out to sea, 'as a matter of fact I do.'

Randolph felt a dryness in his mouth. He should have known better than to try and engage Ephesian in any kind of verbal exchange. A discussion about garden weeds was likely to leave him feeling as if he had a death threat hanging over him.

'Imagination,' said Ephesian coldly. 'That's what's required.'

'How long do I have?' Randolph asked quickly. Get it over with, abrupt retreat, and he could be back in the sanctuary of his own garden in five minutes.

Ephesian turned slowly. He swallowed the remnants of the glass and placed it carefully on the desk.

'Midnight Wednesday,' he said, looking at a point somewhere to Randolph's right, his eyes falling on a copy of Robert Louis Stevenson's The Merry Men.

'Two days?' said Randolph, weakly.

'I'm glad you can count.'

Ephesian sat down behind the desk and leant forward.

'You know who, now you have the when. The how is entirely up to you.'

Randolph didn't reply. Generally this was how conversations with Ephesian were completed, with him in wretched silence.

'Of course, I'm just toying with you. I'm not actually expecting you to have any imagination whatsoever. There probably is no such thing as a new way to commit murder. Just try and be a little different if you can. Try to surprise me for once, James. And if you can't, a knife in the back.'

Randolph nodded. Forced the words, 'Yes, sir.'

Interview over. Ephesian had humoured him for fifteen minutes, but he tired quickly of Randolph and his type. It wasn't as if he had to practice good management of any sort. He wasn't accountable to anyone.

'I have an appointment,' he said brusquely.

Randolph didn't hesitate. Stood up, looked into Ephesian's distracted eyes and then walked quickly from the room, closing the door behind him. Ephesian stared at the door, tried to let the muscles in his back relax, then he let his head fall forward and placed his face into his hands.

It was almost over.

The Last Barber

––––––––
Barney Thomson, barber, stopped outside the door of the shop. He turned and looked out over Millport bay, at the view he would have for the next few years of his working life should he choose to become the owner of the establishment he was about to visit.
The shop looked out on a three–foot-high white sea wall across the road. To the right was a tiny harbour and a short pier; to the left, the main road around the island running along the front of the town, along to Kames Bay and the old Victorian houses, before disappearing around the far corner. In the bay, seventy yards out, there were a couple of small islands. A few boats rustled in the agitated water. Half a mile out to sea was the green bulk of the island of Lesser Cumbrae. Across the sea to the left, the shore of the mainland and the portentous grey buildings of Hunterston B nuclear power station. To the right, past the edge of the town and the old George Hotel which stood at the end of the pier, Barney could see the cloud-shrouded hills of Arran.

He turned and let his eyes wander along the front of the town. There were a few people abroad, well wrapped against the cold, but not many. The town had the feel of an out-of-season English seaside resort in miniature, cold and grey, and Barney wondered if, in these days of cheap flights to Europe, it ever lost that feel, even in July and August. Did anyone come to Millport on holiday anymore, as he had done for so many years?

There was nothing depressing about it for him, however. He loved this place, and if anywhere felt like home to him now, it was here, even though he hadn't stood on this seafront for almost twenty years.

He turned. He opened the door to the shop and walked in to a light tinkle of the bell. The bell will be the first thing to go, he thought, as he closed the door behind him, and looked around the familiar surroundings of a barbershop that could've been in any small town in the world. Three seats, large wall of mirrors, a bench along the opposite wall, walls in need of a paint.

The middle chair was occupied, the other two pushed in against the counter. The one nearest the window had obviously not been used in a couple of decades; the seat at the far end was beside the sink.

Barney was surprised to see the barber was a young man of about twenty. His customer was an old fellow, who was slumped in his chair, noisily sucking up slobber. At the back of the shop there was another man in a white coat, a broom in his hand, deliberately sweeping up, taking great care with every stroke. With his gnarled features and his hunchback it was hard to guess his age, but Barney could tell that whoever he was, whatever he did, he wasn't a barber.

The barber and the hunchback looked round. The old bloke festered in his own armpits, slurped at a line of saliva on his chin and subsided further into his seat.

'Hi,' said Barney.

'Dude!' said the young guy, in that totally assured way of the young to imitate American culture in a west of Scotland accent with complete confidence.

'Barney Thomson,' said Barney, his accent broadening.

'Totally,' said the barber. He laid down the scissors and extended his hand. 'Tony Ephesian. People call me 2Tone.'

Of course they did.

'This cat is Igor,' said 2Tone, indicating the hunchback.

Barney looked quizzically at him. Igor the Hunchback. A face from the past? It had been a few years, another time, another dark episode in his life. But Barney's life had been strange, and he wasn't sure if he really did recognise him. And how was it that Igor had come to this place? The same Igor, or was there a great hunchbacked collective, liberally dispersed through the barbershops of Scotland?

Barney nodded and said, 'Igor.'

Igor glared at him, said something incoherent that sounded like 'Arf', then went back to sweeping up. Barney glanced at the clean floor and wondered what it was exactly that he was sweeping. Maybe he spent his entire day brushing at the same spot, like some deranged obsessive.

'Igor's like this, you know, totally mute kinda guy, you know? That means he can't speak,' said 2Tone. 'And he's like completely deaf as well, which is cool, 'cause it means you can like talk about him and stuff and he doesn't hear.'

Barney nodded, unable to take his eyes off the brush. Maybe some years previously Igor had killed someone at that very spot, and was destined forever to spend his days brushing compulsively, chained by guilt and the eternal need for penitence. He shook his head to lose the image.

'I'm just gonna finish off Mr Watson's Ben Affleck cut, Dude, then we can talk. You just want to like, look around and I'll come hang in a minute?'

'Aye,' said Barney, and 2Tone went back about his business, snipping carefully around the ageing napper of Mr Watson.

Mr Watson dribbled some more onto his chin, 2Tone ducked into his next manoeuvre and Igor swept slowly, glancing occasionally up at Barney with great suspicion, as if expecting him to suddenly grab a flaming torch, round up a mob of angry villagers and chase him off into the woods.

Barney stared at the three strange inhabitants of the shop, took another look around the limited surroundings, which presented nothing of any greater interest on second inspection, then walked behind 2Tone to the back of the shop. Igor stopped sweeping, looking distrustfully at Barney as he stepped across his work site. Barney opened the door at the back and stuck his head round. A small kitchen, brightly decorated, window onto a short stretch of garden. Nothing much else to see, he turned and walked back past Igor and stood at the front window of the shop, looking across the road and the sea wall, out across the water.

He shivered, wondering at how odd it was that somewhere he had not visited in so long could be so familiar. It was as if he had never been away.

The door to the shop opened. Barney turned, hauled from the stupor of his melancholic reflections. 2Tone ushered Mr Watson from the shop and the old man doddered out into the cold, barely able to stand up straight.

'Hang loose, Mr Watson,' said 2Tone, closing the door. Igor glanced up, muttered something under his breath, and started sweeping around the chair at the paltry clippings from Mr Watson's Ben Affleck.

2Tone came and stood beside Barney and then, much to Barney's consternation, he put his arm around his shoulders.

'You know what I like?' said 2Tone, and Barney glanced at him uncomfortably.

'Not yet,' he said.

'I like that really dudey sound a spoon makes when you're stirring a cup of hot chocolate, you know? It's got a much richer tone to it than when you're stirring tea or coffee.'

Barney stared out to sea. Hot chocolate?

'So, Dude,' said 2Tone, 'what d'you think of the whole setuparooni? Like totally cool, or what?'

'This is your shop?' asked Barney.

'Like, yeah, totally,' said 2Tone, then he sniggered in an irritating manner. 'You know, it was like my dad who bought it for me and everything, you know? I saw that movie Barbershop. Did you see it? I totally dug that film and I thought, wow, like, you know, what an awesome thing, to own a barbershop. To like cut hair, isn't it totally awesome? I thought, wow, I'm just going to be like totally humbled by that as an experience. Cutting hair, you know, like wow.'

He smiled at Barney, nodding sagely, his arm still around him in lifelong fraternal barbershop camaraderie.

'So why are you selling?' asked Barney.

'It's a load of shite,' said 2Tone. 'It totally bums me out. I hate cutting hair, man. How do you, like, do it all day?'

Barney smiled.

'My dad owns most of the shops along here, but he's totally pissed at me about this, so he just wants to sell it. It's like, you know, fair enough. An eye for an eye and all that.'

'That's not really an eye for an eye,' said Barney.

'Yeah, cool,' said 2Tone. 'You going to buy it, man?'

Barney nudged at his arm until he took it from his shoulders, then 2Tone took a step back, folded his arms and smiled at Barney as if they were all in it together.

'Aye,' said Barney.

'Dude!' said 2Tone smiling and nodding his head. 'So, like you know, I know there's like paperwork and stuff to be totally done, but like, I am so outta here man. You don't mind taking over?'

Barney stared at him for a second, not entirely getting his meaning until 2Tone started putting on his jacket.

'You mean, right now, don't you?' said Barney.

'Are you cool with that?'

Barney looked at the shop, laughed ruefully. Why not? He glanced at Igor, wondering if he would be taking such immediate leave as 2Tone but knowing he wouldn't.

'Sure,' said Barney.

'Awesome,' said 2Tone. 'My dad'll be along in a minute. Wants to have a word with you. I'm gone. See you around, Dude.' Then 2Tone glanced at Igor and turned back to Barney, his voice lowered only slightly. 'Be nice to the wee fella, you know. He's got a hunchback.'

Igor looked up, shook his head, and returned to his sweeping.

'I'm guessing he'll stay with the shop,' said Barney.

'Part of the furniture,' said 2Tone. 'Apparently he's been working here since like the '20s or something, you know. I think he like fled from a village in Bavaria, some shit like that, though not before the villagers cut his tongue out. Totally shocking, you know. The madness of intolerance.'

Igor didn't look up this time, but he could tell they were talking about him and he knew that it would be complete nonsense.

'Dude,' said 2Tone, holding out his knuckles so that Barney could do a thing.

'2Tone,' said Barney, declining the knuckle knock.

'Solid,' said 2Tone, making it look like the clenched fist knuckle gesture had been just that.

And then 2Tone was gone. Barney watched him go, glanced up at the bell as it tinkled for what was destined to be the last time, then looked round at Igor.

Igor looked up from a dustpan and brush, his stooped position exacerbating the hunch. The two men stared at one another for a short while, a look that was enough to indicate there would be far more respect between them than had existed between Igor and 2Tone. Barney nodded, Igor did a thing with his head. Then Barney turned and pointed at the bell over the door, looked back at Igor and dragged his finger across his neck.

The most meagre of smiles came to Igor's face. He couldn't hear the bell but the vibration of it got into his soul every time the door opened. The bell was history.

'Thanks,' said Barney, and Igor went to the back of the shop to find the toolkit. Barney watched him go, then turned and looked back out across the sea.

So, here he was again. Back in a barber's shop, and this time, hopefully, he would get to stay. Settle down, a few years of mundane existence and at some stage he would get his life into order, or else he would slowly grow old and die here and that would be the end of it.

Yet the sea was grim and dark this afternoon and, as with everything he looked upon these days, it seemed to hold dark portents. Was anywhere he ever visited free of death and murder? Was there anywhere sleepy enough that he could rely on it to lie down and be dull for the rest of his days?

He shivered and turned as Igor came up behind him, carrying a small step ladder and a screwdriver.

'Thanks, Igor,' said Barney, shaking off the shiver.

'Arf,' said Igor.

I'd Sooner Chew My Leg Off

––––––––
Ruth Harrison tentatively opened the bathroom door in the wake of the enormous thud at the bottom of the stairs. She had waited for a couple of minutes for Jonah to come and tell her what little accident had befallen him, before, unusually for her, some sixth sense had kicked in.
'Jonah!' she called. 'You all right, love?'

Nothing. After all, the dead don't speak.

'Jonah!'

Scowling at the thought of having to leave the bathroom an hour earlier than intended, but feeling the first blight of nerves at what she was going to find, she hesitantly walked along the upper landing until she could see the bottom of the stairs. She stopped in her stride; her mouth dropped open. Suddenly confronted by the sight of the giant bulk of her husband piled high in a heap of dead blubber, her heart thumped, her throat turned dry.

'Aw, Christ,' she muttered. She began to walk gingerly down the stairs, getting more circumspect as she approached the corpse. She stopped just short of him, closed her eyes, took a deep breath. Her head spun. Opened her eyes again before she fainted, got to the bottom of the stairs, stepped over the gigantic weight of Jonah's thighs and knelt down beside his head. Gingerly she placed her fingers under his nose to check for breath, although she already knew that there would be none. Yet the stillness of the air drew a small gasp from her and she sat back against the wall, shuffling an extra foot or two away from him.

'Christ, Jonah,' she said. 'If you hadn't spent so bloody long sitting at the computer, you wouldn't have been in such a rush.'

Not now, not ever in her life, would it occur to her that if she'd allowed him entry into the bathroom he wouldn't have died.

She heard a noise and looked upstairs. Heavy footsteps along the hall. Hurried yet laboured, away from the stairs towards the bathroom. The bathroom door closed. There was silence.

A moment and then her heart suddenly started thrashing wildly. She stood, looked nervously up.

'Is anybody there?'

She waited. Nothing.

'Hello?'

Neck straining, the sound of her heart in her ears, beginning to panic. Deep breath, last look at Jonah, then she turned and ran towards the front door and out into the small cul-de-sac which led off the road down into Kames Bay.

*** 

'Nature or nurture?' asked Bartholomew Ephesian.

'Nature,' said Barney quickly.

Ephesian stared at himself in the mirror. Barney glanced out to sea. He'd been in the shop for twenty minutes and already he was at home, already it was like he'd worked here all his life. The shop felt familiar, the view of the cold, grey ominous sea felt familiar, the edgy waves, ill at ease with the day, felt familiar. He could stand at this window all day, transfixed. And he would work here every day. Cold, disturbing seas in the winter, occasional warm, hazy flat calms in the summer.

Ephesian had arrived soon after his son had left and had said he would discuss the deal while Barney gave him a haircut. Almost as if he only wanted to sell the premises to someone who was a competent hairdresser. He had requested a straightforward Alec Guiness, taken his seat with not even the formality of a handshake, and set about asking a series of quick-fire questions determined to get to the bottom of Barney's id. Deciding whether or not Barney was worthy of buying something from him. That he had yet to look Barney directly in the eye, Barney assumed was part of the game. He did not yet have a handle on the man's personality, but could recognise the jeopardy inherent in him. Igor did not like Bartholomew Ephesian and had found something to do in the backroom which would take however long Ephesian remained out front.

'Frankenstein or Dracula. More likely?'

'Dracula,' said Barney.

'More dangerous?'

'Dracula,' said Barney.

'More intrinsic?

'Dracula.'

'Godfather I or II?'

'I.'

'Madonna or Britney?'

'You're kidding me?' said Barney.

'There is no such thing as low culture, Mr Thomson,' came the quick reply. 'We must embrace human life in all its manifestations.'

'Madonna,' said Barney, without much enthusiasm.

'Italy or Switzerland?'

'I need parameters.'

'There aren't any.'

'Italy.'

'John or Paul?'

'George.'

'You're going to kill someone. Hands on or off?'

'Bullet in the back of the head from two feet.'

Not that he'd been thinking about it, although there were obviously occasions standing behind a seditious customer when exploding the head would be the option of choice.

'Nice,' said Ephesian. 'China or Taiwan?'

'China.'

'China or Tibet?'

'Tibet.'

'Red or brown?'

Barney tried to attract his gaze in the mirror but Ephesian looked steadfastly into the dark wells of his own eyes.

'Red,' said Barney.

Ephesian paused. Barney felt the slight twitch in the head, although the face remained expressionless. Mind on the job. He stood back to check he'd nailed the sides. The Alec Guiness, despite the obvious pitfalls, was a walk in the park, but a good barber always keeps his eye on the napper.

'The Turin Shroud. Fact or fake?'

Barney gave this one some thought.

'Fake,' he said after the gap.

'Why?'

A departure. Had been waiting for the question where he would have to explain the answer.

'For belief that the Shroud is genuine, that the chemical reaction which created it was actually able to take place, implies faith. I have none.'

'You believe that the sun will rise in the morning?'

'Not on the east coast of Scotland I don't,' said Barney, smiling, to counter.

Ephesian ignored the smile. He had been able to smile and laugh as a child, but years of being battered by life as an adult had stripped him of even that social ability.

'Everyone has faith, Mr Thomson.'

Barney put his scissors in his top pocket – ignoring the story he'd read in the previous month's Barbopolitan, where a barber in Redundant Falls, North Dakota, had stabbed himself in the heart – and ran a final comb through Ephesian's hair.

'Be a sinner and sin strongly, but more strongly have faith and rejoice in Christ,' said Ephesian.

Barney smiled again. 'Have haircut, will quote,' he said.

'We are each nothing without faith,' said Ephesian. 'You believe that the sun will rise in the morning?' he asked again.

Barney didn't answer. Slipped the comb into his pocket beside the scissors.

The door to the shop opened and a middle-aged man entered. He hesitated, avoided looking Ephesian in the eye, although he needn't have bothered, then took his seat. There were no magazines to pick up, so he looked out of the window at the grey sea and placed his hands uncomfortably on his knees. Most people in Millport did not like to be in the presence of Bartholomew Ephesian any more than they had to.

'Can I see to the next customer?' asked Barney.

Ephesian examined his hair in the mirror for perfection, found it, and gestured with his eyebrows for Barney to remove the cape.

Still studying himself in the mirror, he rose, accepted Barney's help to put on his jacket, then finally turned to face him.

'An adequate job,' he said, looking at Barney's shirt. 'You can have the shop. I'll have my solicitor finalise the papers this evening. We should be able to sign in the next couple of days.'

They shook on it and then Ephesian turned and walked briskly from the small shop. The door closed and immediately the atmosphere lifted, so that it seemed as if the room had been exorcised of some presence, a demon, which the others had not previously really been aware of. Barney looked out to sea, felt an unusual chill as he looked across the troubled bay, then turned round to face his first customer in the latest establishment which he was to grace in his career. The door at the rear of the shop opened and Igor appeared, broom in hand.

'You're on,' said Barney to the customer.

The man, looking every inch very, very shaggy around the head, removed his jacket and took his place in the big chair.

'What'll it be?' asked Barney, trying to guess, and deciding this would be a man who'd ask for something frivolous. A Barney Rubble or a Batfink.

'I'll have a Tony Blair, please.'

Right enough.

The Full Robbie Range

––––––––
Police Constable Thaddæus Gainsborough, the sole representative of the Millport constabulary, answered Ruth Harrison's call in under five minutes, arriving a few seconds before the ambulance. Gainsborough checked out Jonah's body to establish death and began a rudimentary attempt at reviving him. He was soon interrupted by the paramedic Luciens, who muttered, 'Oh, you're doing that all wrong,' took over, and made an equally futile attempt at resuscitation. Gainsborough left him to it, directed Ruth Harrison away from the sight of her husband's prone body and took her across the street to Brenda The Muppet's house. He placed the two of them together, squirmed with discomfiture at the initial outpouring of grief from both women, then left them to their cups of tea and grandma-soft biscuits. He returned to the house to complete a thorough check of the premises, establishing that there was no one else present. The noise must have been the wind, he would later say to Ruth, and Ruth would believe him and forget about the footsteps on the hallway and forget that the wind never wears shoes.
Then Gainsborough and Luciens tried to move Jonah's body to the ambulance, something they were completely unable to achieve until they called in the assistance of a couple of neighbours. Eventually Jonah Harrison left his house for the final time and Luciens made a joke about it being just as well that they'd had the ambulance's suspension looked at recently. Ruth Harrison stood across the road watching him go, a cup of PG Tips in her right hand, her left hand dabbing at the corner of her eyes, taking away tears which weren't quite crocodile but which were at the very least fairly large lizard. And then she stumped up the courage to return to her house. Declining Brenda The Muppet's offer of company, she walked back in through the front door and stood in the hallway feeling the stillness and silence, which was so much more than it had ever been when Jonah had just been down at the pub.

*** 

Five o'clock, late afternoon mincing coldly into early evening. The rain had started just after four, coming sullenly in from the sea and smearing the window, so that the view which so beguiled Barney was veiled. Nevertheless, he was still standing at the window, watching the grey day become black early evening, dark well before its time, with Igor standing beside him leaning on his brush, when the door to the shop opened and a woman entered.

Barney had had a reasonably solid afternoon. Four haircuts, not including Ephesian at the start of his stint. The Tony Blair had been followed by a regulation short back and sides, a Brendan Fraser and a mullet, by God!

Igor glanced at the woman and grimaced. She smiled at him. He abruptly turned away, trailing his brush behind him and retreated to the back of the shop. She watched him go and then turned to Barney. She extended her hand and smiled. A natural smile, not something you'd get on the back of a packet of breakfast cereal.

'Hi, Garrett Carmichael,' she said.

Barney took her hand and said, 'You're called Garrett?'

'Yeah. You'll get used to it. I'm Mr Ephesian's solicitor. One of them at any rate. Thought I'd come in and say hello.'

It's her mouth, thought Barney. A perfect mouth. Everything else is sweet but the mouth is perfection. Full lips but not Hollywood-bloated, no lipstick, beautiful.

'You're looking at my lips,' she said.

'Aye,' said Barney, and he looked her in the eye. 'Sorry.'

'That's all right,' she said. 'I haven't had them done.'

'I know,' said Barney.

'I like popping caviar on them,' she said. 'And between my tongue and the roof of my mouth. Great sensation, don't you think?'

'Aye,' said Barney, slightly entranced, although knowing that this was not a woman for him.

The door opened behind him, popping the moment like a fish egg on your tongue, and a lumpen old man entered.

'Mrs Carmichael,' said the man, then he looked at Barney with suspicion. 'Stranger,' he said, 'you the new barber?'

'Aye,' said Barney.

'Can you do a 'Robbie Williams Somethin' Stupid'?'

'I can do the full Robbie range,' said Barney, 'although that one's a little five years ago.'

'I'm eighty-seven.'

'Take your point.'

'Cool,' said the old geezer, and he sat down. Barney looked at the clock above the mirror, then decided that he didn't care about the time anyway. It was his shop, or at least it was about to be, and he could work whatever hours he felt like. He nodded at Garrett Carmichael, then started going about his business. Cape round the old fella – he was already aware of the exorbitant average age of his customers – picked up a razor, clipped on a number four head and paused.

'Where are you staying?' asked Garrett Carmichael, having settled onto the bench behind him.

Barney didn't turn. Where was he staying? The door at the back of the shop opened and Igor emerged, coat on and buttoned up to the neck. He glanced at Carmichael then looked at Barney.

'Igor,' said the customer. Igor caught his eye and acknowledged him. 'New coat?' said the old guy. 'It's a good fit.'

Igor ignored him or didn't hear him, looked quickly again at Barney and was gone out the door, which opened and closed in comforting silence. Barney watched him go, then turned back to the head in front of him.

Where was he staying? He rarely knew the answer to that.

'Maybe try the hotel along the road.'

'My mother's got a room,' said Carmichael. 'Sea view, en suite, five minutes' walk.'

He hesitated. Finally turned and glanced at her, then quickly turned back and flicked the switch on the razor, letting it plunge down onto the old fella's neck, like a host of swooping nazgul descending upon a meadow of sleeping hobbits.

'Aye, all right,' he said quickly, over the buzz of the razor.

'Cool,' she said. 'I'll wait, take you over there when you're done. She's doing steak pie tonight.'

'I'll find somewhere else to eat. It's a bit short notice.'

'I already told her you're coming.'

He paused with the razor, took a pace back to examine what he'd done so far, then laid it down on the counter and lifted the scissors and comb.

'You know what I like?' said the customer. 'I like leaving my falsers in the freezer for twenty minutes, then slipping them in and drinking a glass of neat Lagavulin. Oh aye.'

Barney caught the man's eye, until he was distracted by Garrett Carmichael's face in the mirror and those great lips smiling at the image of a pair of false teeth tucked in beside the ice cream.

*** 

James Randolph sat in his small house down by the boatyard, looking out over the Clyde to Bute and the clouded hills of Arran. He was on-line, idly trudging through Google, putting in death and murder. A new kind of murder? Not a hope in hell. How could he, a man of so limited imagination, come up with a new kind of murder? It was just another of Ephesian's games.

A new kind of murder. The phrase played in Randolph's head, a mantra to his lack of wit. And he searched Google for any old kind of murder, from real life or literature. For all his hubris and bombast, Ephesian could not know of every murder that had been committed in the last hundred years, in real life and in fiction.

A new kind of murder. And yet, that wasn't the most interesting part of it. The victim, that was the interesting thing. Why Ephesian should want this particular person dead, Randolph had no idea whatsoever.

He rested his chin in the palm of his hand and looked out at the channel, where one of the nuclear submarines out of Faslane was slowly inching its way out past Bute on its way to the Irish Sea, and his mind drifted with the vessel until a new kind of murder became a playfully repetitive tune in his head.

Force Of Nature

––––––––
The table had been set for five. Barney viewed it with some suspicion but was automatically drawn to the window to look out at the water. It was an old house at the west end of the town. Up Cardiff Street from Shore Road, take a left down the hill to the playing field and the small park, then along to near the end of the older houses. Three along, as the weird old hand of fate should have it, from James Randolph.
Barney turned at the flurry of too many clothes behind him, as Miranda Donaldson, Garrett Carmichael's mother, bustled into the room, a five year-old boy at her heels, a younger girl in Garrett's arms. Barney was suddenly confronted by an entire family. With the exception of Mr Carmichael. He felt like a sheep walking into a wolf convention.

Stay cool, Barn, he thought. Don't let the children phase you.

'Hello,' he said.

'I'll be looking for £90 a week, an extra £3.50 a night if you want a hot meal. I can do you a packed lunch for £2.50, but only if you give me plenty of notice. I'll be looking for the first month up front and prompt payment in the future.'

'Mother! God, let him in the door, will you?'

Barney said nothing, although he did feel his cheeks rippling with the G-forces of the woman's presence.

'Don't take food to your room, I deadbolt the front door at eleven, there's no smoking, no coming in drunk from the pub, and you're out the door the first time I hear language that the Lord did not intend. Shoes off at the door, I'll let you off this time, although Garrett ought to have told you. Don't leave clothes lying around any other part of the house, I expect tidiness and order. That particularly applies to the bathroom. No toothpaste on the sink, no urine on the floor or the rim of the bowl, no faecal matter left attached in the bowl after a bowel movement.'

'I should've said,' said Garrett behind her, apologetically.

'There's only one television and the reception's not very good, so I don't want you watching it. No loud music. If you actually manage to make any friends in this town, don't bring them back here without my clearance, and under no circumstances will there be fornication of any description.'

'You'll have to come back to my place then,' Garrett threw into the mix, then shrugged an apology at the joke.

Her mother gave the appropriate look at the remark then turned back to Barney.

'Are you content with that or will you be taking your leave?'

'Content,' he said.

'Good. You can remove your shoes now. Your tea's ready. Steak pie. That's all there is, so too bad if you don't like it.'

With that she left for the kitchen. Garrett smiled; the children stared expectantly at Barney, as they had done throughout his interview, waiting their turn.

'She's a little intense,' said Garrett.

'I didn't really pick up on that,' replied Barney.

Garrett shrugged it off. There was, after all, just plain nothing she could do about her mother. She put the girl down next to her brother and knelt down beside them.

'Guys, this is Mr Thomson who's going to be staying as a guest at Gran's for a while.'

'Hello,' said Barney. 'What are your names?'

'I'm Hoagy,' said the boy. 'This is Ella. She's a gobshite.'

'Hoagy!' said his mum.

'That's what you said!'

Barney held out his hand and Hoagy Carmichael took it importantly. Then he put his hand out to Ella and she retreated behind her mum, giggling. Barney poked his finger under her armpit and the giggle increased.

'Do that to me!' said Hoagy, and Barney reached out for him.

Rosa Kleb appeared at the door.

'It's on the table,' she said snippily.

'Right guys,' said Garrett, 'hands washed!'

'I washed my hands last morning.'

'Get to the sink.'

'Did you hear about Jonah Harrison?' said Miranda Donaldson.

'What about him?' asked Garrett.

'Fell down the stairs, banged his head.'

'Shit, is he all right?'

As they talked, Barney suddenly found himself leading the children off to the bathroom. Basic instinct.

'You're out of nappies, right?' he said to Ella, who looked at him big-eyed.

'She is,' answered Hoagy, 'but she still poos in her pants sometimes. Mum says she does it just to annoy her, because it never happens when she's at Gran's.'

They got into the bathroom. Hoagy pulled out a small stool to help him stand at the sink.

Barney lowered the toilet lid and sat down; Hoagy splatted water around the place. Ella stood in the middle of the bathroom and stared at Barney.

'Where's your father?' asked Barney.

'He's dead,' said Hoagy, in the matter-of-fact manner of the too young to grasp the concept. 'Mum says we'll see him when we die, but that won't be until after I'm a dad and Ella's a mum.'

'Long time to wait yet,' said Barney.

He turned, aware that there was someone behind him.

'How are you getting on?' asked Garrett.

'Fine,' said Hoagy.

'Your boy is scrubbing up for open heart surgery. We should be done in an hour or so.'

Garrett pounced on him and started rinsing the half gallon of liquid soap from his hands.

'Had a death in the town today,' she said.

Barney felt his heart sink. A tangible feeling, where his insides dropped and rearranged themselves in some new squirming order. Was it not inevitable? The curse that pursued him. Death. Everywhere he went.

'What happened?' he asked, looking up. Don't let it be a murder, he thought. Leave me in peace. Let me walk into a new town and let it be ordinary. I'm not looking for Brigadoon, no Utopia on earth, no Eden where the sun always shines and there is always fruit on the trees. Just a normal town, with the good and the bad of town life, but most importantly, where people don't get murdered the minute I walk into the damned place.

'Jonah Harrison,' she said, moving onto Ella, and quickly washing her hands, 'big fella lived round at that wee scheme behind Kames Bay. Fell down the stairs, banged his head. Died instantly.'

'Was he pushed?' asked Barney, assuming the inevitable.

'Pushed?' said Hoagy.

'No one was pushed,' snapped Garrett.

'Sorry,' said Barney. 'Just an assumption.'

'He just fell down the stairs. Big guy, must've been twenty-five stone. God knows the crack he must've hit his head with.'

'Why was he pushed?' asked Hoagy.

'I didn't push him,' said Ella, contributing to the general conversational confusion for the first time.

'No one pushed anyone,' said Barney. 'Come on, let's go and get dinner.'

'Yeah!' said Hoagy, suddenly excited by the thought of food that he had no intention of eating.

'Yeah!' said Ella, with even less reason to rejoice.

'All right, I'm sorry about the pushed thing,' said Barney.

'Just don't do it again,' said Garrett, and they walked off together, like a microwaveable instant mum and dad, to the dinner table.

Red, Red Is The Rose...

––––––––
Bartholomew Ephesian sat alone at the large dining table. His soup plate had been cleared, he was waiting for roast pork, roast potatoes and several other perfectly cut and steamed vegetables. He liked his dinner plates to be full and an array of colour, as long as there was no red. In silence, bar the crunch of the fire and the jabber of the rain against the window. Drinking a caustic French Chardonnay, a little resentful and petulant, but playful around the mouth, extraordinarily well lengthed, hinting at summer fruits, icecap meltdown and eight out of ten cat owners.
He invariably dined alone. Food was too much of a pleasure to be wasted on company.

The door opened. Jacobs walked silently into the room. Three and a half minutes ahead of schedule. Ephesian liked exactly twelve minutes between courses. He did not, however, look askance at Jacobs in any way, knowing that if his man had chosen to enter sooner than expected, there would be a good reason for it. He regarded him with his eyebrow raised, the international symbol of the curious, his gaze as ever directed at the knot in Jacobs' black bow tie.

'There is a call, sir,' said Jacobs. 'Mr Phat.'

Ephesian tried to mask his surprise. He looked at the clock. 6:05pm. 2:05am in Hong Kong. Phat never worked this late. His every working day was the same. He would play two rounds of golf in the morning, stop at the club for a large lunch, arrive at the office at two o'clock in the afternoon and leave at seven-thirty in the evening. The rest of his day would then be divided between his principal pleasures of cinema, food, and sex with at least three women at the same time. He went to sleep at three o'clock in the morning and was back on the golf course by seven. A life by clockwork.

'I'll take it in here, Jacobs,' Ephesian said. Jacobs nodded and began his retreat.

'You'll listen, of course,' said Ephesian.

'As you wish, sir,' said Jacobs, before closing the door.

Jacobs had been in Ephesian's family for as long as either of them could remember. He was Ephesian's contact with the outside world, the bridge between his condition and the rest of humanity. After so long in his service, Jacobs understood everything about his employer, understood that all the quirks and the madness and the rudeness and intolerance were all part of who he was, his behaviour always prosaically justifiable in his own mind. It had been through Jacobs that Ephesian's mathematical genius had been channelled into an ability to make money. Without him he would have remained on the sidelines, his talents used and abused by misunderstanding employers. Through Jacobs, Ephesian had become much richer than any of his forebears. And it was one of the bizarre obsessions which had dominated his teenage years and had never left him, which had brought the two men to Millport and now to the defining moment of their lives.

Ephesian waited a few seconds, aware that the palms of his hands were suddenly clammy. He was close to his dream and every little thing that could affect it from now on was going to have this effect on him. He lifted the phone, hands uncertain.

'Ping!' he said, with the level of enthusiasm which he knew Ping Phat liked to conduct all his conversations.

'Bartholomew,' said Ping Phat, 'you are well? Have I interrupted, as pig grease cooked in cow fat and batter you eat?'

Ephesian paused and then answered, 'I did but taste a little honey with the end of the rod that was in mine hand, and, lo, I must die.'

Ping barked out a laugh.

'Just so long as happen that does not before arrive I do,' said Phat.

Ephesian closed his eyes. Jesus! Why couldn't the man just leave him alone?

'You're coming to Scotland?' said Ephesian, attempting to keep the surprise and annoyance out of his voice and wondering suddenly where Ping Phat was. If he was calling now it wouldn't be because his working hours had changed, it would be because he was in a different time zone. God, was he already here?

'Absodefinitely,' said Ping Phat. 'You are good man, Bartholomew. In you one hundred per cent confidence I have, that you know my fat friend.'

The fat friend remark at least took away some of Ephesian's nervousness. He stopped himself on the brink of an acerbic, well why are you coming then? choosing instead not to fill the silence.

'But a long wait it has been for myself as well as for you. To be there at the end I wish.'

Stop sounding like fucking Yoda, you stupid Chinese twat! Ephesian wanted to shout down the phone. He bristled in silence. Ping Phat could speak English perfectly well. Getting sentences the wrong way round was an entirely elective process.

'That's wonderful,' said Ephesian, the enthusiasm long since departed from his voice.

'Bullshit!' exploded Phat, laughing loudly. 'But let's not our friendship ruin now with honesty.'

Ephesian grimaced bitterly.

'Paris I am in,' said Phat. 'France,' he added, as if he was an American.

Ephesian clenched his fist tightly round the phone. Direct flight to Glasgow and the man would probably get a helicopter to the coast. He could be in Millport tonight.

'When are you coming?' he asked, his voice full of contempt, wholly displaying his complete inability to hide his feelings or to manipulate any other member of humanity by artifice and sophistry rather than strength of will.

'Wednesday evening I will be there,' said Phat. 'The road has been long, my fat friend, and present I shall be when we all coffee drink at the café of light eternal.'

Ephesian had wondered if Phat would feel the need to be there at the denouement to all Ephesian's work. For that was how Ephesian viewed it. It was his work and the prize should be his. Phat had provided the financing all these years. Ephesian was wealthy by old Scottish money standards. Phat was wealthy in an Asian or Middle Eastern way, with investments and bank accounts and businesses to make Ephesian look like East Stirling. But just because Sharp or Vodafone or whoever sponsored Manchester United, it didn't mean that they took the glory when United won anything.

'You will stay as my guest, of course,' said Ephesian formally, already beginning to wonder if this was someone else who might need to be taken care of.

'Kind that would most be,' said Phat. 'Thank you. I will a little entourage be bringing. Room you have, no?'

Ephesian stared at his desk, blood pressure shooting through the stratosphere. He had plenty of room. His house was ridiculously huge for such a small town and for the fact that he lived alone. Accommodating an entourage would not be a problem. It might make it more difficult to murder him, however.

'Certainly, Ping,' said Ephesian.

'Delightful,' said Phat. 'Wednesday I will call, you let know the time, I will.'

Oh, for crying out loud, shut up.

'Very good, my friend,' said Ephesian.

The line went dead. Ephesian gripped the receiver then placed it back in the cradle. He stared at the Moroccan rug he had picked up in Rabat ten years previously. His eyes always fell on the same orange camel in the row of ten. Well, why wouldn't Ping Phat want to be here? They had uncovered the whereabouts of the most sought-after relic of these times. They were about to be present at the biggest event in two thousand years of history. Was there anyone on the planet who would not want to be there, given the chance?

The door opened. Jacobs entered carrying a tray, Ephesian's dinner covered by a large silver lid. Jacobs laid down the tray and began to rearrange the table.

'Well?' said Ephesian.

Jacobs placed the dinner plate in front of him and lifted the lid, so that the roast pork steamed out at them, then he poured some more wine into Ephesian's glass and put the bottle back in its small rack at the side of the table.

'Clearly,' said Jacobs, his voice measured, 'something requires to be done about Mr Phat.'

'Yes,' said Ephesian, nodding. Then he added, 'Bullet in the back of the head he needs,' although he could not manage the accompanying rueful smile.

The expression on Jacob's face flickered and then he turned and left the room, leaving Ephesian alone with his roast dinner and a new decision to be taken.

*** 

Late at night, Ruth Harrison lay in bed watching the streetlights on the ceiling. Twenty-eight years of marriage had ended and with it nearly three decades of arguments over whether or not to sleep with the curtains closed. Now she had the decision to herself, yet she felt suddenly bound to do as Jonah would have wished. So she lay with the curtains open, as he had liked and she had always hated. Had she been self-aware to any level, she would have realised she was only doing it to compensate in some way for her ambivalence over her husband's death.

As she lay, she wondered what she could do with her future, and what she could do with the insurance money which she assumed, wrongly, she would have coming. And at the same time she felt guilty that she was contemplating the life of the merry widow so soon after his unfortunate demise. However, as the delicious Jane Austen once wrote: Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious subjects as soon as I can. And talking of guilt, she no longer had to feel guilty about the Reverend Dreyfus.

She smiled. Sure, he hadn't come round this evening, not even in the moment of her distress, but she knew he'd had the Bible Study Group to lead, and he always worked on the following week's sermon starting on a Monday night. He would be round the next day to discuss Jonah's funeral arrangements and their new life could begin. He was one man who would not be living up to his Christian name.

There was a noise in the hall outside her bedroom door. She gasped. Immediately her body tensed; she felt the fear and surprise in every bone; she gripped the bedclothes and looked at the door. Another sound, another footfall, closer to the door.

She held her breath. She wondered if she should pick up something with which to defend herself. Yet she couldn't release her grip on the bedclothes, no matter the meagre protection they provided.

Another footfall, this time slightly beyond the door. Her eyes were wide. Another, then another and then she heard the bathroom door open and close, the bolt hurriedly placed over. Head pressed back against the wall, bolt upright with fear, she listened. Toilet seat up and then the long stream into the bowl of water, trickling to a conclusion.

The flush of the toilet. Silence.

She waited for someone to emerge but the footfalls had stopped and there were no further sounds of bathroom activity.

She waited. And she waited. And Ruth Harrison was still sitting bolt upright in bed waiting, when the sun came up and began to flood her bedroom with light at just before six o'clock the following morning.

The Eager Nature Fit For A Great Crisis

––––––––
Barney was standing at the window watching the rain sweep across the main street. A chill north-easterly was bringing it from behind, so that the window of the shop was clear and he had a good view of the agitated sea and the few moored boats bubbling nervously about on the water. Igor stood behind him, one eye on the window and Barney's back, the other paying scant attention to dusting the rail around the middle of the shop. Having dusted it the day before, it required little attention.
Igor was thinking about toast and marmalade and bacon sandwiches and a good muesli and the first cup of tea of the day which is always the best. Barney stared out to sea, thinking of the guy who set out to row across the Pacific, realising a few hours in that he'd forgotten his tin opener.

Maybe that's what he needed. Some grand adventure to answer his continuing mid-life crisis. He had wandered restlessly for some years, encountering absurd murder and death wherever he went. Always thought that what he needed was to settle somewhere, a quiet town where nothing ever happened and where one sleepy day blended seamlessly into the next. But had he not found that already, only for it to prove equally unsatisfactory? From Helmsdale to Annan and others in between. Nowhere seemed right, and though he now felt happy enough standing looking out over a view that felt new and familiar at the same time, how long would it last? He clung to the barbershop as some continuing certainty in his life but maybe that was what he needed to get rid of.

He needed to get out there, do something grand. It didn't have to be something that had never been done before, just some great final act of magnificent stupidity. Row the Atlantic. Walk the Silk Road. Climb all those peaks in China that no one's ever heard of before. Invade Poland. Visit all the Scottish football grounds in one season. Something big and illustrious, something that he could write a book about and appear on Parkinson to discuss.

He turned and looked at Igor who was running a silk cloth along the top of a dusty picture of George Hamilton III, hair as immaculate as ever.

'Igor,' said Barney.

Igor turned, picking up the vibration.

Barney gestured to the picture and ran his thumb across his neck. Igor nodded.

'Arf,' he said, and he lifted the picture from the wall, took it into the back room and popped it into the bin.

Barney looked back out to sea. For all the murder and ludicrous adventure that his life had entailed, here he was arriving mundanely at cliché and conformity. Hitting middle age with his legs encased in concrete and nowhere to go, contemplating rowing across the Atlantic in a preposterous attempt to give his life some meaning. He wondered how many thousands, how many millions of men were standing or sitting or lying at that very second, thoughts mincing through the mud, lost in middle-aged gloom and contemplating some huge act of audacious folly to compensate for a complete lack of self-value.

He imagined making the big decision to row across the Atlantic; making all his plans, fixing up corporate sponsorship, remembering his tin opener and some tins, doing months of training up and down Loch Lomond in bad weather, before heading off down to the Canary Islands to set off. Then he'd get to Playa San Juan on Tenerife, first thing in the morning, feeling brave and bold and decent and courageous, a man alone with his destiny, and he'd look along the beach and there he'd see the fifty other middle-aged British blokes who were having a mid-life crisis that day, all nodding to each other and saying 'Morning, Gerald, nice day for it'. Flask of tea and off they'd go to redeem their existence.

When the Spanish or Italians have a mid-life crisis they get an eighteen year-old girlfriend and start driving a Ferrari. It's much more British to do something really grand and stupid like run marathons, climb mountains or sit in the basement trying to build your own spaceship. At some point you wake up and you realise you've achieved fuck all, and the only thing for it is an act of monstrous and supreme folly.

'Arf,' said the voice behind him and Barney turned. They looked at each other. Barney felt as if Igor had been reading every one of his thoughts.

'Aye,' he said, 'I know.' Igor nodded.

The shop door opened to the first customer of the day. Barney moved away from the window and a ninety-three year-old great grandpa minced into the shop, looking for a Snoop Dog cut, and more than willing to tell Barney about the time he'd climbed Mont Blanc naked in December in his '50s, that his two favourite things in the whole world were the feel of an empty wine bottle and the way snow falls off branches in clumps during a thaw, and that the thing which annoyed him more than anything on the planet was the way it was completely impossible to get a Weetabix from the packet without covering the kitchen in crumbs.

The Silence Of The Uncomfortable Biscuit

––––––––
Ruth Harrison nervously fiddled with the cafétière, squirting hot liquid over the kitchen work surface beside the kettle as she pushed the plunger down over the Tesco's own, Columbian grade A, strength 6 filter coffee. She twitched. She muttered a low curse at the mess and the fact that this happened every single time she made herself a cup. It so annoyed her that she usually went for the more mundane pleasures of instant but this morning she needed a much higher dosage of caffeine. Even if it did serve as a diuretic, which she could have done without at that juncture. She looked over her shoulder, shivered, bit her bottom lip.
Her first full day as a widow. The first day of the rest of her life. The Reverend Dreyfus would be stopping by, although she had already called him and he had said he was running late. Maybe it was just because she was feeling a bit shaky after the night she'd had, but the insecurity which hadn't come despite his non-appearance the previous evening, had now arrived in droves. This was it. She had become instantly and permanently accessible to him and Dreyfus was absent. If any of his other parishioners had died, he would have been on the doorstep of the bereaved in minutes.

Fridge, milk, cupboard, biscuits. The great wealth of mince pies and cakes and chocolate that greeted her on opening the cupboard door brought Jonah back into her head and she turned on the lights under the kitchen unit, even though the room was already bright. She sat at the breakfast bar facing the door, a point from which she could see the place where Jonah had died, and took her first sip of coffee. It was still too hot, but she let it burn her mouth. In her general state of mental flux and disorder she imagined she could feel the caffeine hit her bloodstream the instant it stung the inside of her lips.

The doorbell rang. Ruth Harrison jumped at the sound, strained nerves, then she quickly collected herself, shook off the feeling, and then instant calm. She'd been wrong about Dreyfus. She took another sip of coffee, then a longer one, even though it burned, so that her breath would at least smell of it. Rather that than the stale scent of a night of worry, especially since she hadn't been able to clean her teeth that morning.

She rose, quick check in the hall mirror, everything as it should be, bit of a pointless dab at the hair and she was ready. Deep breath, could taste the coffee, straightened her shoulders then she opened the door.

Bartholomew Ephesian stared at her with a look of sympathy and compassion, his eyes resting on her chin.

'Mrs Harrison,' he said from behind a large bouquet of flowers, 'I'm sorry about Jonah.'

She stared at Ephesian, wondering who he was for a second, her feelings of confusion mixed with the ruin of her optimism.

'Mr Ephesian,' she said finally, the surprise in her voice betraying the fact that she had only just realised who he was.

'Mrs Harrison,' he said, 'it really was a terrible tragedy.'

'What was?' said Ruth, still confused.

'Your husband,' said Ephesian, as if understanding her emotional turmoil, although he had no concept of what might be going through her head, and neither did he care.

She had never spoken to Ephesian before and, as far as she was aware, he was not known for his spontaneous acts of compassion.

'Yes,' she said. 'So sudden.'

'May I come in?' he asked brusquely, thinking it was possible he could end up standing on the doorstep for the rest of his life.

She looked at him strangely, wondering why he would want to do such a thing, then she glanced unthinkingly past him, looking to see if anyone was watching, looking to see if the Reverend Dreyfus was about to arrive, then she nodded and stood aside for him to enter.

*** 

Half an hour in and things were a little uncomfortable. Beyond the introductory offer of a cup of coffee, which had been accepted by Ephesian as a means by which a minute or two could be killed, there had been barely two sentences strung together. This was death by social nicety and Ruth Harrison had no idea what he was doing there. Minutes would seem to pass without either of them saying anything. They would listen to the old clock ticking and every now and again their eyes would almost meet and she would smile while he grimaced. She wondered if she could just ask him to leave. She also wondered if she should tell him why she hadn't slept all night but Bartholomew Ephesian wasn't a man to be interested in something like that. Ephesian lifted another biscuit, just as the words 'have another biscuit' were about to leave her mouth. I wish the Reverend Dreyfus would come, she thought. I wish anyone would come. I even wish... She stopped the thought. It wasn't that bad.

'Jonah never went to church,' said Ephesian.

She look vaguely in the direction of his face, shook her head. Lifted her coffee cup and drained it for the eighth time.

'You'll have the Reverend Dreyfus give the service?' he asked.

Slight catch of breath at the name. She looked up again but there was nothing in his face. No insinuation. Why should there be? Reasonable question.

'I think so,' she said. If he ever turned up.

'A good man,' said Ephesian, then he added unthinkingly, 'though they say that at any given time he might be having affairs with three women in his congregation.' He knew that Ruth Harrison was one of them but as usual with him the words were not intended to manipulate, they were all he could think of to say at that particular moment. He felt as awkward in this situation as did she but completely lacked the conversational skills to bring this chat over tea and biscuits around to the reason that had brought him here in the first place.

Ruth had just been punched in the stomach. Three women! She'd never heard it before and she had no idea if Bartholomew Ephesian was just toying with her. But then, did it not have a ring of authenticity to it? It felt like it could be true. Like when Luke tells Leia that Darth's her father.

'Jonah wasn't a religious man,' said Ephesian.

This time there was something in Ephesian's voice, a slight change in quality from the false sincerity and the painful attempts at conversation. This was him finally getting to the point of the visit, although he now sounded awkward in a different way. That they were actually going to get to the nub had her feeling relief as well as curiosity, although both feelings were overwhelmed by the painful moment of realisation about the Reverend Dreyfus.

'Hadn't been in church in years,' she said.

'No,' said Ephesian. 'I know.'

She glanced back and then away again, disconcerted. That Bartholomew Ephesian should know anything about her husband at all seemed strange.

'He went out on a Tuesday evening,' said Ephesian. She glanced up quickly again, worried now. Didn't like the fact that Ephesian should know about Jonah's social engagements. Maybe that was what bothered her, as she'd been mostly unaware herself what Jonah had done on all those Tuesdays. Ought to have known, as there'd been plenty of gossip around the village about it, but it demonstrated how uninterested she'd been in her husband's life.

'I think maybe you should leave now,' she said suddenly, voice betraying her lack of confidence.

Ephesian's face contorted briefly then grimly relaxed.

'I'm sorry,' he said, 'of course, of course. This is a very difficult time for you and I'm sitting here making inane small talk. Thoughtless of me. I should leave you in peace.'

She glanced at him, felt a shiver worm its way down her back. Suddenly Ephesian looked like the dangerous man that everyone said he was, the ominous presence that hung over the town from the big house on the hill.

Ephesian rose and straightened his jacket. Ruth Harrison got to her feet, staring at the floor. She could feel his discomfort; he was completely unaware of hers.

'Take care of yourself, Mrs Harrison,' he said and he stepped away. She couldn't look at him. 'I'll see myself out.'

He turned and left the sitting room. She couldn't bear to even watch him go. The front door opened and Bartholomew Ephesian stepped back out into the cold morning. He closed the door behind him and only then did his face change.

He stopped on the steps. He stared at the hill in front of him, rising above Kames Bay.

'There might just have to be another death in the family,' he muttered to himself, then he walked on quickly down the steps and climbed into his BMW.

Inside the house Ruth Harrison twitched the curtain as the car drove off, then she retreated into the middle of the room and looked down at the remnants of coffee and biscuits.

What had all that been about? Jonah and Bartholomew Ephesian? Had they ever even spoken to each other? As if she didn't have enough to worry about. Shaking herself out of it and deciding it was time to start fretting and getting annoyed about the Reverend Dreyfus, she placed the detritus from the most uncomfortable half hour she'd had in years onto a tray and headed into the kitchen.

A tray which she suddenly dropped as she heard the first of the familiar footfalls on the upstairs landing, heading in the direction of the bathroom.

The Evil Succubus Of Doom

––––––––
'So, we go for a walk, beautiful, beautiful day. Warm and hazy, no clouds, the buzz of insects, the burble of a small river, just the slight breath of wind. All the live murmur of a summer's day, as Arnold wrote, you know. Perfect. May 1941, remember it like it was yesterday. Birds in the trees, that delicious warmth that gets under your skin. Only one problem...'
'The girl was mingin'?' ventured Barney.

'Crustaceous,' said the old guy beneath his scissors. 'Don't know what was going on. I was with the Engineers, stationed down in the south of England. She was the sister of one of the other guys. Set me up totally. Got a weekend off, came up for a few days with her in Callandar, thought I was in luck. She meets me off the train. I'll be wearing pink, she says, and that should have been the warning shot across the old bows straight off. Pink, for God's sake. I takes one look at her and I think, you must be flippin' kidding me, darlin'. I'm not touching you with a stick. Should have just walked right past her and gone to the boozer, got one of the other guys to write to her saying I'd been shot and killed in North Africa. But no, I'm a decent bloke, couldn't completely blank her, so I go up, hold out my hand, I'm Rusty Brown, I say, and off we go for two nights in a hotel, and by jings was I glad we'd booked separate rooms. By jings!'

Barney stood back and checked the sides of the head. He was cutting the hair of another old fella in his early 90s who'd come in looking for a Kobe Bryant. He was amongst strange people, but his gloom of early morning had lifted with his parade of pensioners with their stories and strange haircut requests. And it was almost as if they'd worked out the appointments between themselves, as they only ever came in one at a time.

'So, where was I?' said the old fella, who still called himself Rusty, even though he hadn't been in the army since 1946. His given name Matthew was a perfectly acceptable name for anyone, and he was under no requirement whatsoever to have a schoolboy nickname. Like Midge Ure and Sting.

'Beautiful summer's day,' said Barney. 'Insects buzzing, trees and grass and a river running through it.'

'Aye,' said Rusty, 'that was it. Postcard perfect. The war seemed a hundred miles away. Well, to be fair, it was actually about eight hundred miles away, but you know what I'm saying, it was like there was no war.'

'I hear you,' said Barney.

Igor swept and wished that Rusty Brown would get on with his story as he'd heard it before, and knew, as Barney did not, that he would tell it every time he came into the shop.

'We sit by the river, side by side on the grassy bank. Watch the insects buzzing on the surface of the water, could even see a couple of fish. Not a soul in the world except me and the bogmonster from Inverary.'

'So what happened?' asked Barney.

Igor glanced up. You'll only encourage him by asking questions, he thought, then he mouthed the answer in time with Rusty Brown's reply.

'I kissed her,' he said, ruefully. 'I kissed her! I mean, what was I thinking? In the name of God!' He looked wide-eyed at Barney, Barney smiled. Igor's timing had been perfect. He too looked wide-eyed and then he made the appropriate gestures with his hands as Rusty said, 'How does that happen? Seriously. What is it that makes a sane man do something like that?'

'How did you get out of it?' asked Barney.

'Ah,' said Rusty and he looked sly. 'I got one of the lads to send me a telegram telling me I was needed in Gallipoli.'

'Right. Didn't she know you'd got the wrong war?'

'Ach,' said Rusty, 'she was a woman. She didn't know the difference.'

Barney laid down the scissors, checked once more over the hair, then lifted the hand mirror to show Rusty the back of his head. Rusty nodded his appreciation. Barney went about the mop-up business, brushing off, removing the towel and cape.

'Gave her brother a right bollocking when I got back,' said Rusty. 'Still, the eejit got a bullet in the face when he stepped off the boat in Normandy, so he got what was coming to him.'

Rusty straightened up, checked himself in the mirror, fished in his pocket for a fiver, handed it over, nodded at Barney, looked at Igor and said, 'I've got a hunch you'll be here the next time,' then walked to the door laughing quietly to himself. Igor and Barney exchanged a look. And, as Rusty left, right on cue another old fella walked in, he and Rusty knocking knuckles as they passed. The door closed. The new customer looked from Igor to Barney.

'You're the new barber,' he said to Barney, showing remarkable insight. 'I'm Ginger Rogers.'

'What can I do for you, Ginger?' asked Barney.

Ginger removed his jacket and took his place.

'I'll have a Kiefer Sutherland, please, my man. 24.'

'No problem,' said Barney.

'Aye,' said Ginger Rogers. 'It isn't that they can't see the solution, it's that they can't see the problem,' he added, quoting GK Chesterton for no apparent reason.

'Arf,' said Igor from behind his broom.

*** 

Ruth Harrison had cleaned her teeth and was feeling a little happier. She'd had to visit the local grocers to buy a new toothbrush, thereby avoiding the need to go to her bathroom, also taking the opportunity to use their toilet, but at least now her mouth was fresh should there be any need for kissing.

She looked at the clock. 12.17. The Reverend Dreyfus should have been here an hour ago. Maybe he could have lunch when he finally came. Lunch and a glass of wine.

She looked in the fridge and found a bottle of white. A velvety Montenegrin Chardonnay, persuasive yet hardworking, somewhat brutal on the nostrils, sadistic on the tongue and venomous on the throat, but gentle on the stomach and lower intestines and a positive boon to your rectal passage.

What to eat? She looked around the fridge, didn't encounter anything that would pass for a lunch dish. She straightened up, closed the fridge door. She hadn't cooked since she'd been married. Jonah had done all the food shopping and all the cooking. Ruth hadn't been near a meal in its pre-ready-to-eat stage for more than two decades.

'Maybe there'll be something in the freezer,' she mumbled.

The freezer was outside in the garden shed, somewhere else she never went, partly because of the spider issue.

She opened the back door, pulled her cardigan tightly across her chest, two yards, then she tentatively opened the door to the shed, expecting to immediately find herself covered in garden tarantulas.

The shed was immaculately clean, which was how Jonah had liked to keep it. Not a cobweb in sight. With trepidation she flicked the light switch and, hunching over to reduce her overall body size so that the spiders would have less of an area to land upon, she leant in and opened the freezer door.

She had no idea what sorts of things Jonah kept in there, or indeed, whether he ever did any freezer shopping. Discovered, for the first time in her life, that the freezer had drawers and she had to inch her way further into the shed to pull them out.

Top drawer, ice cream. Five flavours, all involving chocolate.

Second drawer, vegetables. Peas, corn, carrots, peppers, chips. All right, thought Ruth, we can have something with chips and peas, with ice cream for dessert.

The third drawer was large and taken up completely by a turkey. Obviously he'd bought that before she'd forced him to take the family out for Christmas lunch at the George.

Fourth drawer. Bread. Four loaves. Could she give the Reverend Dreyfus a chip butty?

She bent down, opened the bottom drawer. There was only one item, a freezer bag, frosted white, closed with a small white plastic tie-up. Maybe it was some kind of meat she could defrost in the microwave. She lifted it out to see what was inside. Hard to tell, and she had to press against the bag to make out what it was.

Suddenly she realised what she was holding. She dropped it on the floor, her body tensing instantly with the shock. She staggered back, smacking her head on the shed entrance, dislodging a large garden spider which then fell onto her face. She screamed and stumbled out into the garden, flapping frantically at her cheeks. She ran into the centre of the garden, whisked off her cardigan and threw it on the grass, then started scrabbling at her hair in case the spider had fled upwards. Hands all over her head, then over her neck and back, all breathlessly accompanied by a frenzied jig.

Eventually, after a full minute, the panic of having had an actual spider land on her face subsided, and she stood nervously in the middle of the lawn, staring at the ground, her hands on her hips. And only then, once she had assured herself that there were no spiders anywhere near her, did she start to think about what she'd just discovered in the freezer. She stared at the door to the shed.

And the thing that bothered her most about it, she suddenly realised, was that she was going to have to go back in there to put the bag back inside the freezer and close the door, because there was no way that she could let anyone find out about it.

'That was a bit of a performance, darlin',' said a voice from the other side of the garden fence. 'Been at the waccy baccy again?'

She looked round at Romeo McGhee. Felt a little stupid, but her feelings of embarrassment were nothing compared to the anxiety produced by her freezer find.

'Spider,' she said.

'Cool,' said McGhee.

'Not really,' said Ruth Harrison.

And she looked down at her cardigan and wondered if it was safe to pick it up, or whether she should stand all over it first.

The Vulture Flock

––––––––
James Randolph was being chased down a dark alleyway by a pack of slabbering wolves. The walls of the alley were closing in, and as he ran he could feel his legs becoming heavier and heavier. Then there was the flock of vultures circling overhead, the squadron of Meschersmitts coming in for the attack, streams of bullets already kicking up dust all around his feet, the lions prowling the roofs of the buildings above, their teeth stained red with blood, and the volley of thunderbolts being sent down by the god Titan. And that was not to mention the nagging doubts he had at the back of his mind that he'd left the oven on, the bath tap running, the freezer door open and toast under the grill.
Classic anxiety dream.

He awoke with a start, was immediately aware of the awful taste in his mouth. Sat upright too quickly, felt terribly dizzy and immediately let his head back down on the pillow.

'Shit,' he said, as the room swirled above him. He closed his eyes and instantly his head began to spin and churn. When he opened them again to lose the feeling, the room was still in a tailspin. Focus. He needed to focus. He looked at the clock. 12.31. He never slept that late. He kept his eyes focused on the red numbers, hoping to keep the nausea at bay. His head was pounding, throat dry, horribly dehydrated. Water, he hadn't drunk enough water. Never did. What had he been drinking anyway? Red wine. Three bottles, maybe four. Four bottles of red wine!

Murder! It came back to him. He was supposed to be thinking of an interesting way to commit murder. He'd thought he would find something on the web and he must have spent seven hours on there. And as he'd surfed, he'd drunk red wine. And as his frustration had grown, the more he had drunk. Elaborate methods were everywhere but when it came to it the deaths would usually be through loss of blood or lack of air or poison or fluid in the lungs. But thinking of a genuinely original way to end life? He wasn't a doctor or a scientist. He was nobody. And so he had gone to bed at just after one in the morning, at least three bottles of red wine inside him. Which explained the spinning room.

The doorbell rang again, as it had done half a minute earlier, which was the reason he had woken up in the first place.

'Shit,' he muttered, but there was no way he was even going to begin trying to get out of bed. Head back on the pillow and he stared at the ceiling. Felt marginally better. He would lie still for another ten minutes, then get up very, very slowly. Pop three Nurofen On The Piss Extra-Strength and drink several pints of water. Sit in front of the TV. Maybe venture some toast in an hour or so. Go out for a walk in mid-afternoon. Think of a new way to kill someone. He groaned.

The phone rang, the sound penetrating viciously into his head. He groaned again, reached out.

'Hello,' he mumbled.

'James!' barked Ephesian. 'Get out of bed. Answer the door!'

'What?' said Randolph, not entirely able to keep abreast of what was happening.

'The door!'

'How d'you know there's someone at the door?' he asked stupidly.

'Because it's me who's there,' snapped Ephesian.

'Oh,' said Randolph. 'Oh, shit, I'll be right there.'

He hung up and staggered down the stairs, his head bouncing off the walls. He opened the door in his jogging bottoms and 1982 New England Patriots top, with an unshaven, sleep-ravaged face and absolutely minging of alcohol. Ephesian swept past him.

'For God's sake, James, you're disgusting. Take five minutes to have a shower and swallow a bottle of mouthwash. We need to talk. I'm going to make myself some coffee.'

Ephesian marched into the kitchen and James Randolph minced pathetically back upstairs.

*** 

From his bedroom window, Romeo McGhee could see down into Ruth Harrison's kitchen. She was standing with her back to the sink, clutching a small glass in her hands. He'd had a good laugh at her performance with the spider in her hair, but he had also seen the genesis of it.

Romeo McGhee had been watching Ruth Harrison from his bedroom window for years. Fancied her in a strange kind of way. He also had a vantage point on her bathroom window, although the frosted glass meant that whilst he was aware of how much of her life she spent in there, he could never actually see what she was doing. He could use his imagination, however.

He also knew about the Reverend Dreyfus. And he knew that Ruth Harrison had stumbled out of the garden shed after picking something up out of the bottom drawer of the freezer. And he also knew what she'd done with it after she'd convinced herself that there were no more spiders about her person.

*** 

'We have a problem,' said Ephesian.

'Of course,' replied Randolph.

'What d'you mean, of course? Have you the faintest idea what I'm talking about?'

Randolph took another sip from his hot cup of milky coffee, five sugars, not enough caffeine. He now smelled of shower gel, toothpaste and alcohol, his hair was still wet and spiky and he was wearing a dark blue Lacoste polo shirt.

'What?' he said.

'Jonah Harrison,' said Ephesian.

'What about him?' asked Randolph. He hadn't spoken to anyone the previous day after leaving Ephesian's house.

'He died going to the bathroom.'

'Jesus,' said Randolph.

'Fell on the stairs, smacked his head off the wall.'

Randolph nodded. Ephesian stared at Randolph's chin across the divide. Still waiting for him to catch up with the conversation.

'And how's that a problem?' asked Randolph eventually.

'Because,' answered Ephesian, 'of the contents of his freezer.'

He glowered at the crocodile on Randolph's top, anticipating the penny dropping at any moment, which finally it did.

'Ah,' he said, looking for all the world like a man who'd been waiting all his life to drink three or four bottles of wine in order to turn into one of the lower invertebrates. 'And Ruthie doesn't know anything about it?'

'Of course she doesn't,' said Ephesian. 'You need to go round there and get it back. Today.'

'And how exactly am I going to get to look in her freezer?'

Ephesian's head twitched.

'She's not going to be there. I'm about to call her and inform her that the Reverend Dreyfus has just left my house. I will say that he requested I contact her and ask her to meet him at the Manse in twenty minutes time. Ruth, obviously, will find this a little strange, but nevertheless will take the opportunity to go round there to see him.'

'Won't she call him to check?'

'No,' said Ephesian coldly. That, of course, was exactly what he had said to Jacobs when his man had suggested the idea.

'You don't know women,' Ephesian continued, as if he himself did. 'If she calls to check then she runs the risk of him cancelling. She will just go, at which point you go to her house, you don't even have to break in, you just go to the back garden, into the shed and retrieve the goods.'

Randolph nodded, his head bobbing up and down above his coffee cup.

'What can go wrong?' said Randolph, thinking that this task was a lot easier than the kind of thing Ephesian usually threw at him to keep him busy.

'Quite,' said Ephesian, with suitable acknowledgement to all the things which could go wrong.

Little Italy

––––––––
Barney walked into a small office situated not far along Stuart Street from the barbershop, its window looking out on the same grey and blustery day. Closed the door behind him to the happy tinkle of the bell and shook off the cold. Garrett Carmichael looked up and smiled.
'Hi,' said Carmichael.

'Hello,' said Barney, determined not to rise to any flirtations that might come his way. Not that he was being presumptuous, but he did recognise that quality in himself these days, the quality which got under the skin of women. That whole Clint Eastwood Man With No Name vibe. Even though, of course, he had more of a Steve Buscemi Man Called Barney vibe going on, but there was still something about that to get the ladies talking. 'How are the kids?' he added, because he thought he should.

'They're fine,' said Carmichael. 'Course Hoagy asked me this morning if I was pregnant which made me feel really good about myself, but I whacked him one and he's promised not to do it again.' She flashed her smile.

Still unsure what to say, Barney blundered, 'You're not pregnant then?'

'No!' she said. 'God, you're as bad as the kids!'

Barney felt suitably contrite and took a place at the other side of the desk from her. Don't say anything, he was thinking. Don't say anything! That was the real thing about The Man With No Name. He hardly ever opened his mouth and consequently never said anything stupid. Perfect. Igor has more chance of getting this woman, thought Barney. Then he realised he was thinking about getting her which was not what he wanted, so he closed his mind to it and concentrated on a small patch of wall two feet to the left of her head.

He was right about Igor, however.

Carmichael produced a couple of documents and passed them across the table.

'All you have to do is read those over, sign them where indicated and hand them back. Mr Ephesian will sign when the monies have been paid. I would advise you to get a solicitor to study them. There's no one else on the island but you should be able to get hold of someone in Largs. I can recommend a couple if needs be.'

'Sure,' said Barney, taking the papers and idly looking at them, in that way where he wasn't going to take any of it in. 'Who are you going to recommend?'

She looked in her drawer, fished around for a couple of cards, then handed them over. MacKenzie, Berrie, Lee & Rosen and Medway, Nadel-Klein & Dance.

'They're both cowboys, but what do you expect from the legal profession?' she quipped.

'Great,' said Barney.

They looked at one another. Neither really knowing what the other was thinking or what to say next. Barney battling the urge to speak because he knew it would be inane, knowing that he'd be better off back in the shop talking to old men about the war and how they liked the sound of aluminium foil scrunching or the feel of opposing magnets.

'How was my mum's?' asked Carmichael to extend the agony.

'Fine,' said Barney. And then finally he found the resolve to stand up, clutching the papers in his right hand.

'Should get back to the shop. There's bound to be some other octogenarian war hero looking for an Enrique Iglesias.'

'Sure,' said Carmichael. 'You want to have dinner tonight?'

Barney hesitated. Here we go. The first test. What was it he'd penned in for the night? Have dinner at the house, go for a walk along the front, listen to the waves coming up on the beach and the rocks, early to bed with an old adventure of Parlabane.

'I told your mother I'd eat at hers. I'm kind of scared to change that. She's probably killed a cow specially.'

'It's all right,' said Carmichael, 'I already took the liberty. She's going to look after the kids. We can go out.'

'Oh,' replied Barney. 'Right. Better come then.'

'Great,' said Carmichael. 'I'll call later.'

'Right.' A pause, wondered if there was anything else to say.

'Be sure to get the papers checked before you sign them.'

'Aye,' said Barney, and he turned awkwardly and left the office. Carmichael watched him go, kept her gaze up and out to the troubled sea for a short while, then once more buried her head in the minutiae of small time island property matters.

Barney breathed a sigh of relief as he returned to the shop. He entered just as Igor had finished sweeping up from the previous customer and a new customer was just removing his coat. The two men looked up at Barney as he entered.

'The new barber?' said the customer, an old chap in a cloth cap.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Take a seat.'

Cap off and hung up, the old fella muddled into the seat.

'Tremendous,' he said. 'I'll have a Ricky Martin, and while you're doing it I'll tell you about the time I met a lovely American girl in Bali.'

'That sounds interesting,' said Barney.

'Arf,' mumbled Igor bitterly.

*** 

There have been various ways to get to the Isle of Cumbrae from the mainland over the years. Various sizes of passenger ferries to the main pier in Millport, car ferries to the same destination, a briefly operated hovercraft in the mid-60s. They all evolved into a car and passenger ferry which runs, out of season, once an hour from Largs – more regularly summer and weekends – directly across the water to a landing slip on the far side of the island from the town, from where a bus completes the passenger journey.

As Barney settled down into the straightforward fluff and pamper of the Ricky Martin, a black Audi drove slowly up the Cumbrae slip, the last of only four cars on the 11:45 crossing. There are certain places where a black Audi A4 with reflective windows would not be out of place. Cumbrae was not one of them, however, and everyone noticed as the car slowly reached the top of the slope and then paused while the driver decided which way he should go.

'Which way d'you think, Luigi?' he asked.

The passenger in the front seat removed his sunglasses and looked at the driver. Then he pointed at the Millport 4 sign right in front of them.

'I just can't work it out,' said Luigi, sarcastically. 'Who knows what that sign means? I can't work it out.'

'I didn't see the sign,' said the driver starting to move off, the sound of the engine barely audible.

'What d'you mean, you didn't see the sign? It's right there in front of you. The three cars in front all went this way. The stinkin' bus is pointed this way. How many stinkin' signs are you looking for? There are more signs here than the blessed St Paul got on the road to Damascus, for Chrissake's.'

They drove on in silence, smoothly coming up behind an old Ford in front.

'I didn't see the sign,' muttered the driver after a while.

'Tony,' said Luigi, 'sometimes you're just a fucking idiot. Me, I drive halfway across Europe and I don't miss a sign. You, you need left and right written on your stinkin' socks.'

*** 

Shortly after making the call to James Randolph, Bartholomew Ephesian stood in the library of his large house on the hill. This was one of the rooms with its back to the view of Bute and Arran, but still the view up the hill of Cumbrae towards the highest point in the centre of the island and the far reaches of the golf course, was more than enough to regularly hold him there. Many a rainy day had been spent sitting in one of the large comfy chairs by the window, a book in his lap, looking out over the grass and rocks and sheep and the grey skies, so that he'd be lucky if he read a page. And always his thoughts were the same, always thinking about the one great day which lay in the future and the part which he would have to play in it.

Now, at last, the time had come. For years he and the rest of the group had been searching, working on the clues that had been left by their forebears, to establish the location of the final clue in the game. The intended time of revelation, the coming of the third millennium, had been missed. Now, however, the breakthrough had been made – a breakthrough which had been inevitably simple and had been staring them all in the face for years – and he had quickly put into action the plan to bring his years of work to fruition. The short notice had partly been an attempt to wrong-foot Ping Phat but the fat Chinaman had still managed to get himself on a plane. Now that he was coming it was just another problem to be added to the list. It was regrettable that he knew about it at all but once that fool Lawton had felt the need to broadcast his discovery it had been inevitable. Still, Ping Phat could be taken care of, along with anyone else whom he felt it necessary to remove from the picture.

He lifted his arm to the sixth shelf on the east wall of the library and pulled gently at an old copy of Robert Louis Stevenson's Virginibus Puerisque. With a mellow hum the shelves adjacent to this one slid slowly back, revealing a doorway leading to a dark, steep stairwell. With a glance over his shoulder, Ephesian flicked on the old brass light switch, stepped onto the top of the stairs and pressed the button to close the door behind him.

The Judas Tree

––––––––
Ephesian had been right about Ruth Harrison's reaction to his phone call. She was very sceptical, yet she so desperately wanted to believe that the Reverend Dreyfus was calling her to him that she was prepared to accept it. And there was no way she was phoning first to check. When there's the slightest ray of light at the end of the tunnel, there's no point in trying the nearest switch to see if it'll turn it off.
She left her house at a little before one, having recovered from her experience with the spider and mostly managing to ignore any thoughts of what she had found in the bottom drawer of her husband's freezer.

She swung open the garden gate and looked up at the blue door of the manse. Mouth a little dry, heart pounding, insecurities bubbling to the surface. Walked up the path and stood on the threshold of her future. He had been busy. There were always many things to do for a minister and he had wanted the time to be right before calling her to see him. Now, at last, they would be able to be together.

She studied her vague reflection in the frosted glass of the door. Smiled. Dabbed at her hair. Rang the doorbell. This was the first minute of the rest of her life.

*** 

James Randolph had watched Ruth Harrison leave her house. He had followed her for a couple of blocks as she'd walked back towards the centre of town and up the hill, and then he had run back to the small housing estate just behind Kames Bay.

Now he walked slowly up her garden path, the odd glance over his shoulder to make sure that no one was watching. Quickly down the side of the house, put his hand through the slat in the gate to open the lock from the inside, stepped into the back garden and closed the gate over. He looked around at the neighbouring houses. He was overlooked by only one and he tried to remember who lived there. McGhee maybe. Not sure, but there was no one watching in any case.

He walked purposefully to the shed, opened the door, stepped in and, without turning on the light, started looking through the drawers of the freezer. Top, ice cream, then vegetables, then a turkey, then bread, then... Then nothing. The bottom drawer was empty.

He stepped back, not too concerned. He had probably just missed it higher up. This time he turned the light on and started checking more slowly. Each item was taken out and studied. He opened up the ice cream tubs and the unopened packets of frozen peas. Got to the bottom of the freezer, still a blank.

Back over it again, this time with more urgency, beginning to realise that he was once more about to fail his employer. If it wasn't here it wouldn't be his fault but that wouldn't stop Ephesian blaming him all the same.

He pulled out all the drawers, spreading the contents over the floor, to see if there were any hidden compartments behind. That would also make sense for such a sensitive item. Still nothing.

'Fuck,' he said, the single syllable delivered with a thespian amount of drama and exasperation. 'Shitting fuck.'

Looked around the shed to see if there was another freezer but it was a small shed. A quick, frantic yet thorough search, over in half a minute. He straightened up and looked down at the floor, strewn with frozen peas.

'Shit,' he said this time and then began to clean up, putting peas that he'd trodden on back into the packet.

Freezer loaded up again, drawers shoved back in, door closed, he stood back and took a last look at the shed. Still breathing heavily, decided he was clear. It would take CSI to know he'd been there. He stepped back, narrowly avoided clunking his head on the doorway and thereby bringing down the same old spider who had now found his way home, and then back out into the garden. Closed the shed door and then he was gone, back up the garden path, through the gate and on his way.

It was like he'd been a ghost.

Except for the fact that Romeo McGhee had watched it all through the small telescope he had rigged up at his bedroom window. He had expected to see Randolph coming. He had known what he was looking for and he had known exactly why he hadn't found it.

*** 

The Reverend Judas Dreyfus closed the lid of his freezer, turned and walked away through the basement of the manse. He never failed to make the walk back to the stairs and up into the large house without being aware of the pounding of his heart and a tangible nervousness about what the future held.

He rubbed the palm of his hand and turned back to glance at the freezer as he reached the door to the stairs. He hesitated, as if drawn to once more lift the lid and look at the contents, and then he turned finally, stepped onto the stairs and closed the door behind him.

The doorbell rang. He nodded slowly and climbed upwards. He emerged from the cupboard under the stairs and walked down the short hallway to the front door. He paused. He straightened the sleeves of his sky blue shirt, ran a finger around the dog collar and felt ready. Whatever little personal disaster awaited him outside, he was prepared. He opened the door.

Ruth Harrison smiled. Judas Dreyfus struggled to keep the instinctive expression off his face. This situation wrote the book on The Last Person You Wanted To See. Dreyfus hadn't thought that she would have had the nerve to turn up uninvited and he'd had no intention of going to visit her himself. He'd already arranged for the session clerk to pay her a visit later that evening. Jonah's funeral was a possibility but it wasn't as if there weren't alternatives on the island. He didn't have to do it.

'Mrs Harrison,' he began, 'how are you? I was sorry to hear about your loss.'

He knew the effect his words would have on her but had made the instant decision to be brutal. If she was going to have the neck to turn up here uninvited, then he was going to have the neck to call someone who he had slept with fifty-three times in the last year, Mrs Harrison. No use of the first name and certainly no use of any of the sweet affections such as Sugar Lump, Schnookie Pie or Buttercrush, which had peppered the vast majority of their illicit liaisons over the past twelve months.

Ruth Harrison swallowed.

'Fine,' she said, uncertainly. 'You know, fine I think. You're fine? How about you?'

'Very busy,' he said abruptly. Short and nasty.

'You wanted to see me?' she said.

'Why would you think that?' said Dreyfus. No let up. Prepared to be in complete denial about their affair. It had been fine while it'd lasted but it wasn't as if he didn't have two or three others in the congregation to keep him going. Ruthie had been on her way out in any case. 'I understand that this must be a very difficult time for you, Mrs Harrison and, of course, you have my sympathy, but you know how much work falls under my remit. I've arranged for Mr Rowlands to pay you a visit tonight.'

None of it went in. The individual words and sentences were unimportant. The affair was at an end.

'You wanted to see me?' she repeated plaintively.

'No,' said Dreyfus defiantly, 'I did not.'

'But Mr Ephesian,' said Ruth, 'he said. He called. To say. To say you wanted to see me.'

Dreyfus' gaze burrowed through her. A set-up?

'Well,' he said brutally, 'I don't.' And he slammed the door.

And so Ruth Harrison had a moment of blinding epiphany. The Reverend Judas Dreyfus was a complete and utter bastard. He was a Judas right enough. Had his parents known the second he popped out of the birth canal? Had he appeared in the world, looked at his mother, flicked her the bird, said 'Fuck you,' and made a mad lunge for the mid-wife's breasts to have his breakfast? Had they been able to tell from the first moment he'd looked at them? Or maybe he had changed his own name in later years because he had known the true nature of the beast, the black core at the centre of his heart.

As her world turned upside down far more than it had done the previous day with the death of her husband, she turned away from the door and walked back down the long path of the Manse front garden.

As she reached the front gate to go back out onto Hope Street she bumped into old Mr Wallace, who was sporting a very tasty Ronan Keating.

'William,' she said absent-mindedly, barely able to think, all her functions automatic.

'Ruthie,' said William Wallace. 'Funny weather.'

'Aye,' said Ruth.

Wallace laid a brief hand on her shoulder as he walked past her.

'I dare say that that's you just been fucked for one last time by the Reverend Dreyfus,' he said lightly.

She stared at him, eyes wide, unable to speak.

'Judas by name, darlin', you know what they say,' he added, then he smiled some consolation and went on his way.

Ruth Harrison turned and watched him go, keeping her eyes on him until he had turned down the hill but never for a second did she take in anything about the scene. Her universe had just been altered forever.

Seeing Over My Hump

––––––––
'Frankly speaking, it's the equal and opposite of all things,' said the old fella under Barney's scissors. Must have been the twentieth old guy of the day and his ability to talk was no less than any of the others.
'The whole yin-yang thing,' said Barney.

Tao produced the One; the One produced the Two; the Two produced the Three; and the Three produced the ten thousand things; the ten thousand things carry the yin and embrace the yang, and through the blending of the material force they achieve harmony, thought Igor, internally quoting Lao Tzu. But no, he thought, I can't say it. I just have to stand here with my brush listening to old muppets talk shite. Such is the way of the warrior.

'Exactly,' said Hugh Fraser, who was only just getting started on his dissertation on the exact nature of the female of the species, just as Barney was completing his Colin Firth 'Love Actually'.

'Think about it,' Fraser continued. 'Women are smashing to have sex with, they're usually quite happy to clean up and stuff, they give birth to your kids, they change nappies, they do all sorts. They're nice to look at, they have breasts... You know what I'm saying about breasts?'

Barney nodded.

'Breasts,' continued Fraser, even though he had already established that Barney knew what he was saying, 'are God's gift to man. Big breasts, small breasts, breasts that have been digitally altered, sagging breasts, breasts that can fit into a champagne cup, breasts that overhang a double D, breasts that cry out to you from across the street, breasts that cry out in the night, waiting to be loved. Big thumping breasts forged by the dwarf kings in the bowels of Middle Earth, beautiful breasts, ugly breasts, breasts with more than one nipple each, eccentric breasts, breasts created by the ancient god-kings of Indonesia! Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins, which feed among the lilies!'

Are you finished? thought Barney.

Song of Solomon pish! thought Igor. Fraser's quote was from the same verse that contains the bizarre romantic entreaties of thy teeth are like a flock of sheep, thy hair is as a flock of goats and thy temples are like a piece of a pomegranate. On one memorable occasion immediately prior to losing his speech, Igor had used that very verse as a chat-up line in a bar in Riddrie and, as a matter of fact, such was the violent disdain with which he had been treated by Lucile Lewis, 17, he hadn't been able to speak since.

'Aye, there's plenty more to be said about breasts,' said Fraser.

'You were making a point about women in general?'

Fraser paused, as if giving one last pleasant thought to breasts, and then continued with his thesis.

'Women,' he began again. 'They know how to cook every single vegetable known to man. I mean, some women I've met even know what kohlrabi is without going anywhere near Jamie Oliver. And frankly speaking, they're far more careful drivers than men, say what you like about them. I'm telling you, you want to get from A to B without any trouble, no word of a lie, I'd take a woman every time.'

Igor raised his eyes. Some days I have trouble seeing over my hump, he thought, but I can still drive better than any woman.

'Sewing, knitting, all that stuff. Patience, they've got patience. And even though they look great in a nurse's uniform, they make good doctors too. I'm telling you, sonny, if I need to go to see some high-falutin' doctor with more degrees on the wall than shite because I've got a problem with the old waterworks, you know, so that I've got to pop the old Johnson out on the table, I'd rather I was seeing a woman, you getting me?'

Barney acknowledged him and made another swift movement with the razor to further expedite proceedings.

'And frankly speaking, most of them, at least most of the ones I've known, have been completely understanding about the male need to watch football, golf and a whole variety of other sports. I was shagging this bird once who used to sit with me to watch the darts on the tele. I mean, frankly, that is outstanding.'

Fraser looked at Barney in the mirror, took a couple of seconds to catch his eye. Barney's barber sense made him look at the customer and say, 'But?' as the yang part had obviously been dealt with and it was time for the yin.

'But,' said Fraser, 'they are the most conniving, devious, scheming, underhand, calculating, sneaky, Machiavellian, conspiratorial, surreptitious, clandestine, furtive bastards known to man. If we were wild animals they'd eat us after sex. They're mean, merciless, callous, malicious, cold-hearted, pitiless, cruel, spiteful, vindictive and downright naughty. They're the human equivalent of those whales that come up onto beaches, catch seals and then take them back out into the sea and toss them about like a rugby ball, just for a bit of a laugh.'

Barney stood back and stared at the rounded contours and the perilous abandon of the crown of the head that is a Colin Firth and decided that the little haste at the end there had pretty much brought everything to a satisfactory conclusion.

'We're done,' he said suddenly.

Igor looked up quickly. Thank God! he thought. Barney glanced at him and smiled.

'I'm only just getting started!' wailed Fraser.

The door opened and another old fella came in, right on schedule, wearing a hat. As he removed the completely inappropriate fedora, Barney's eyes were immediately drawn to his hair and it was obvious that here was a man who had recently been given a very, very poor Felix Leiter by the lad 2Tone.

'Bit of an emergency,' said the old guy, looking at Barney.

'I'm done here,' said Barney and he started to brush away the hair from around Fraser's shoulders.

'Perry,' said Fraser, nodding at the Felix Leiter.

'Hugh,' said the Felix Leiter, nodding at the Colin Firth.

'I should leave you to it, right enough,' said Fraser, turning back to Barney. 'Perry's need is greater than mine and I am spent on the subject of women for the moment.'

Barney smiled but didn't encourage him any further. Fraser rose, brushed himself off, handed over the cash, nodded at Igor who grimaced in return and then was on his way.

Perry Liebowitz took his seat and glanced at Barney in the mirror.

'You'll be wanting me to perform a Felixectomy?' said Barney.

'Aye,' said Liebowitz.

'Shouldn't be a problem,' said Barney.

'Fine,' said Liebowitz. Then he said, 'You're new?' as if there was a possibility that Barney might not be.

'Aye,' said Barney.

'I was in the war, you know,' said Liebowitz ominously, 'a sapper. Took a hit helping the Yanks cross the Rhine. Long story, but I suspect we've got the time.'

Barney hit the off button.

'Arf,' said Igor.

*** 

Bartholomew Ephesian was beginning to feel the cold. He had been sitting in the chamber, deep beneath his house on the hill, for over half an hour. Taking it all in, the exquisite joy of silence. This room had the dual purpose of serving the brotherhood and of serving his need for solitude and complete calm. When he was younger he had loved to be underwater, his ears filled, every sound blocked out. He had learned to hold his breath for minutes, so that he could disappear into swimming pools and the darkness of lochs. Now he was too old for that, though he had no doubt that he still required the escape. This room, this sanctuary, was to him now what the lochs around his family's holiday home in Perthshire had once been.

So it was almost over, only the last rites left to be performed. How incensed the Catholic Church were going to be when the world awoke on Thursday morning to a new day. A new dawn. A new beginning for them all.

For almost one hundred and thirty years now the Prieure de Millport, the most underground of secret societies, had been operated out of a house on this site, recently re-built by Ephesian, on the west side of Cumbrae, overlooking Bute and Arran. The Prieure de Millport was an institution so clandestine it didn't even allow any of Hugh Fraser's clandestine women to be members, an organisation so enigmatic and underground it made the CIA look like a bunch of brash Americans sticking their noses into other country's political problems.

In 1876 the Prieure de Millport had taken over from the more famous Prieure de Sion, in keeping alive an ancient legacy. The most important secret of the last two thousand years had been placed in their hands, to safekeep for the benefit of the entire world, until the time was right. Even then, parts of the secret had been hidden, so that the members of the society had been left guarding clues as well as the legacy itself. Now, however, Augustus Lawton had made the discovery that his fellows had sought for thirty years.

Many people, since the mid-nineteenth century, had wondered why a small church on an inconsequential island in the Clyde had been designated a cathedral. The answer was known only to the members of the Prieure. These men only ever numbered twelve at one time. Only upon death would they be replaced and an outsider would be invited to take the rigorous tests which would allow them to take the part of the recently deceased.

Ephesian heard footsteps on the steep stone stairs leading down to the chamber. As usual he felt an awkward discomfort at the sudden interruption of the peace but he knew that it would be Jacobs come to intrude on his glorious thoughts.

Ephesian lifted himself out of the chair at the head of the table, the chair that was not intended for him. He may have been Grand Master of the Prieure but that seat was for another and he didn't want to let Jacobs find him there. Straightened his jacket, leant on the table and surveyed the intricate stonework around the room. The table and chairs and one small cabinet were the only objects of furniture placed in the room but the floor and the walls and the ceiling had each been beautifully created by the most gifted of stonemasons, every square inch replete with an eccentric mix of pagan and early Christian symbolism. The house above may have been modern but the chamber beneath had been here for the same length of time as the cathedral. Had the room been known of, it would have been one of the most fascinating tourist sites in Scotland. But now only eleven men alive knew that it even existed. Even Ping Phat, the man who had put so much money behind the organisation in recent years, had no knowledge of this room.

Jacobs emerged from the last corner of the winding one hundred and twenty-six step stairwell.

'Yes?' said Ephesian, looking up.

'Sir,' said Jacobs. 'You were going to place one last call to each of the other members of the party.'

Ephesian nodded.

'You're right,' he said. He looked at his watch. Early afternoon on the day before the world would forever change.

'And there is the matter of replacing Jonah,' said Jacobs.

It wasn't just the business of retrieving what Jonah Harrison had kept in the bottom drawer of his freezer. The Prieure had to have the full twelve members. On average, in Ephesian's time, one of the twelve would die every three or four years, and it had yet to be a huge problem finding someone of the right calibre on the island to take their place. However, there had never before been a rush to find a replacement. Everything in its time and eventually they would sort the wheat from the chaff and their man would be found. Sometimes it would take weeks, sometimes it would take months, but they always knew they'd get the right man to satisfy their requirements.

Now, however, they had a little over 24 hours. There would be no way to educate him in the ways of the society, there would be no way of testing him to establish his credibility as a keeper of the faith. The difference this time was that the man in question need only keep the secret until tomorrow evening. After that there wasn't a person in the whole world who would not learn the truth.

'We have two options,' said Ephesian, 'neither of which fills me with pleasure or confidence, but given the circumstances...'

Jacobs nodded, accepting that the Grand Master of the Priory was about to take his counsel, as he did on most matters.

'Firstly, Mr Randolph, who would clearly not be one to rely upon under normal circumstances but whom I think we can trust given the truncated timeframe.'

Jacobs pursed his lips.

'The only other, I'm afraid,' Ephesian continued, 'is my son, Anthony. I realise that we are some decades short of being able to have implicit faith in his abilities in this respect but again I believe circumstances render the main objections to his candidature irrelevant.'

Jacobs nodded. Anthony Ephesian, 2Tone to everyone he could get to say it, was amongst the most unlikely candidates in the town. However, Ephesian was right about the situation and he was right about there being no other plausible alternatives. He was wrong, Jacobs thought, to even consider that idiot Randolph.

'It must be Anthony,' said Jacobs sombrely.

Ephesian nodded. He was expecting Randolph back any minute from his latest errand but it did not mean that he had to introduce him into the fold.

'Very good, Jacobs,' said Ephesian. 'I will have a preliminary talk with the boy tonight.'

'And now,' said Jacobs, 'it is time for you to place the calls to the brothers, to ensure that everyone is ready.'

Ephesian looked Jacobs in the chin, Jacobs held the slightly-off gaze, turned slowly, and then began to mince back up the stairs to the library.

Flowers In The Window

––––––––
Luigi and Tony stood inside the Cathedral of the Isles, which stands hidden in the trees up the hill behind the town of Millport. Designed by William Butterfield, an architect more famous for Keeble College, Oxford and All Saints, Margaret Street, London, in the mid-19th century, the building is small, seating barely a hundred people, but is joined by college buildings to increase the overall effect of the structure. The nave of the cathedral is only forty feet by twenty feet but the one hundred and twenty-three foot steeple and tall pointed roofs make it seem much larger than it actually is. Kind of a Tardis in reverse.
While the nave is comparatively plain, the chancel and sanctuary are lush with colour and detail, with brightly coloured tiles and rich stained glass windows. Originally it had been very dull but early on in the 1860s the vicar at the time had managed to get the church, which was yet to be elevated to the status of cathedral, a place on the hit BBC series, Changing Churches. The famed designer of his day, Lawrence Llewelyn McGlumpha, duly arrived and used constructional polychrome on the floors and walls, as well as extensive stencil work on the beams, pillars and the exquisitely painted ceiling, which depicted the great variety of wild flowers that were found on the island. Of course, he went eight million pounds over budget.

'St. Peter's pisses all over this,' said Tony lightly.

Luigi raised an eyebrow at him then turned away and started to walk around the interior, running his hand along panels of wood, touching candlesticks. There would be something here, some basic piece of simplistic art, from which they would be able to derive the clue. Nothing the Episcopalians ever did was very complicated. That no one had ever found it before was because they hadn't known where to look. There were so many other sites in Europe where people had been searching in vain for years. No one other than those idiots at the Prieure de Millport had known to look here, until the previous week when Cardinal Salvatori had been given a sign. Or, more precisely, had been given a tip-off from one of his agents who had intercepted a telephone call between Ping Phat and Bartholomew Ephesian. Such had been the excitement of the situation for Ping Phat, he had neglected to take the usual security precautions; Ephesian, at the time, seething with anger at Lawton for divulging the information, had been too off-guard, too incandescent with rage to think properly. They had openly discussed something on an insecure line that should not have been discussed and the subject of the conversation had been passed up the chain of command.

'Look at this, it's so stinkin' small,' grumbled Tony. 'Don't these people realise that size matters?' He giggled.

'You're so stupid you're a bug, you know that?' said Luigi. 'In fact, you're not a bug, you're an amoeba. You've got one cell, and you know what, it's not a brain cell. It's a stinkin' faecal cell. You're a single cell stupid shit, that's you.'

'Hey, well how many cells do you need? And what's with all this flower crap going on? It's a church, for crying out loud, not a garden centre.'

'The flower symbolism around this stinkin' cathedral is nothin' to do with stinkin' flowers and all to do with religious rites and the holiest of holies that we're going to find here. There ain't nothing ever done in the name of religion, my stupid amigo, that don't mean something other than what it looks like it's supposed to mean. You understand that or were there too many words in the sentence for you?'

'You know your trouble, Luigi?' began Tony, before he was halted by footsteps entering the cathedral behind them. The door to the college buildings, leading off from the chancel, closed and Father Andrew Roosevelt, Episcopal priest of the Cathedral of the Isles, stood before them. He smiled and walked forward, hands clasped together. His heart was still beating strongly, having just come from the administration room of the college, where he had taken a phone call from Ephesian. He hadn't been expecting everything to happen so fast but suddenly it was all going to fall into place. If he was honest with himself, he hadn't been expecting it to happen at all, never mind quickly. Now, suddenly, he was faced with being part of the most unique moment in history. His mouth was dry; his hands were clammy. He was scared.

'Good afternoon,' he said, trying to keep the uncertainty from his voice. 'You are visiting?'

Tony raised an eyebrow, all diplomacy foreign to him. Thinking, as always on these occasions, that he was looking at the enemy. Luigi stepped forward, smiling broadly.

'My brother and I are in Scotland for a few days. My parents, they met here just after the war. We were born in Glasgow but we moved back to Italy in the sixties. We are visiting some of the places they used to take us as small children. Largs, Millport, you know, the Clyde coast. We loved it. Did we not, Tony?'

Tony, being a single cell stupid shit, was about to get into a discussion on their respective parentage when, strangely for him, the penny dropped with a surprising clunk and he turned smiling to the priest.

'I love everything about Scotland,' he said. 'The weather, the ice cream, the football.'

'Yes,' said Father Roosevelt, 'well the ice cream I believe we got from you. You are clearly lying about the football, despite Celtic's defeat of Inter Milan in the European Cup Final of 1967...'

One stinkin' game and they're still talking about it, thought Tony. And Luigi.

'...and the weather, well, the levels of your diplomacy are legion and multi-layered. You know, last year there were over three hundred and fifty-seven different types of dreich weather recorded on the west coast of Scotland.'

'But the ice cream!' said Tony, concentrating on something that he'd said right.

'The cathedral,' said Luigi, looking to get Tony away from the subject of ice cream before he started talking about his favourite flavours. 'It is very impressive for such a small building, no?'

Roosevelt nodded, turned and looked round at the small area of the nave and chancel.

'Yes,' he said, head still going. 'The Cathedral's founder was the 6th Earl of Glasgow. Got quite carried away with the religious controversies of the day, bless him, and fortunately for all of us, I think, he was determined to revive the Episcopalian movement in Scotland. He commissioned William Butterfield to design the church and the adjoining college buildings.'

Let's talk about all the times Italian teams have knocked Scottish teams out of Europe, thought Tony. Let's talk about Juventus beating Rangers 4-1 at Ibrox in 1995. Let's talk about Celtic getting knocked out of the first round of the European Cup by Juve 1981. Let's talk about Dundee losing 5-1 to AC Milan in the 1963 European Cup semi-final. Or Dundee United losing 3-0 to Juve, or Hearts losing 4-0 to Inter, or Hibs getting spanked 6-0 by Roma.

'In 1876 it became the seat of the Bishop of The Isles and thus the church was elevated to the status of Cathedral of The Isles. It's a most fascinating history.'

Roosevelt smiled but he could tell he had sufficiently bored them that they wouldn't be asking any more questions.

The authorised version, thought Luigi, and he joined the priest in a bout of vigorous nodding. It wasn't the real reason this cathedral had been built and given such a special place in the church but he knew Roosevelt was not about to divulge that information.

'Thank you, Father,' said Luigi, 'you are right, this is a fascinating place. It is fine if we take a look around?'

Roosevelt smiled but for the first time thought he detected something in Luigi's eyes. The thrill of his conversation with Ephesian having died away, he now felt more attuned to his conversation with the two Italians. He smiled again at Luigi while he quickly went back over in his head what they'd said to him. It was odd though, this encounter coming so soon after his conversation with Ephesian. The Lord moved in mysterious ways indeed.

'Where did you say your parents met?' he asked, hoping not to give away his sudden interest.

'Scotland,' said Luigi. 'You don't mind if we look around?'

'Whereabouts, exactly? It's always interesting to me where our Italian friends settled after the war.'

It may have been intended as an innocent question but it stuck out a mile as an attempted subtle act of interrogation. Immediately everyone knew that everyone else was suspicious and they were all on the defensive. Tony decided to put his extensive knowledge of Scottish football to its fullest use.

'Albion,' he said. 'Albion Rovers. Lovely place.'

Luigi, none the wiser, nodded. Father Roosevelt clasped his hands together and smiled.

'You are welcome to look around,' he said abruptly. 'There is much here that is beautiful. I have some business to which I must attend, I do hope you can excuse me.'

'Of course,' said Luigi. 'We have already taken up enough of your time.'

'Good day,' said Roosevelt.

Luigi nodded. Tony said, 'Your Grace,' because he was used to talking to men of the cloth like that. Luigi gave him a kick and Father Andrew Roosevelt turned and walked slowly away from the chancel and back into the college buildings.

Tony waited until he was gone and then said, 'Albion Rovers, eh? Check it out. Who's a single cell stupid shit now?'

'Yeah, well, let's not get carried away with your stinkin' genius and help me find something peculiar.'

Tony shrugged, sniffed, clutched at his groin and then began a not particularly close examination of the winged bull of St Luke, carved into the font.

*** 

Bartholomew Ephesian placed the red phone back in the cradle, then stood and looked out of the window. The nine calls had been made; the brotherhood had been alerted. The time had been set, the location was ready, as it had been for over a century, and now it was just a matter of waiting. This week there would be no Tuesday meeting; the Priory would meet on Wednesday, and under much more auspicious circumstances. He took out a small notepad and scribbled down the few things that needed taking care of before midnight the following evening.

James Randolph needed to recover the necessary item from Jonah Harrison's freezer; he himself had to speak to his boy and give him an induction into the ways of the brotherhood; there was the small matter of taking the appropriate artefact from amongst the decorative whims of the inside of the cathedral; and he and Jacobs had to come up with some means of dealing with Ping Phat upon his arrival. That would not be the least of his problems.

There was a knock at the door and Jacobs entered. Ephesian did not turn, his gaze staying where it was, locked on the grey waters of the firth, the hills of Arran as ever shrouded in mist and clouds.

'Mr Randolph is here,' said Jacobs. Ephesian nodded. That was one of the items off the list.

'Send him in,' he said coldly. It would be nice to be able to get rid of Randolph now but he needed him for his last piece of dirty work the following evening. And once he had completed the small task which he'd been set, then it would probably be time for him to be dispatched in a small car accident.

If only he himself had not been so discomfited by the sight of flowing blood. Red, red is the rose...

Jacobs retreated and a short time later James Randolph appeared. Had Ephesian turned to look at him he would have noticed that he was even more pale and nervous than normal, he would have recognised the agitated working of the hands, fingers locking and unlocking in a constant movement.

'You have it?' he asked coldly.

Randolph swallowed. His stomach was cramped with fear. Ephesian turned finally and looked at him, knew immediately from his posture that things had not gone according to plan. His eyes stared at a book on a shelf just to Randolph's right.

'What happened?' he asked.

Randolph still couldn't speak. Throat so dry he could've been stuck in a desert for forty days and forty nights.

'James,' said Ephesian, 'talk to me. If there's a problem, I'm sure it's not your fault.'

Randolph swallowed. His throat hurt.

Ephesian rose quickly from his seat. Wasn't yet annoyed, just wanted to get on with it. Peculiarly for him he was aware of Randolph's anxiety, as usually the feelings of others went quite over his head. He went to the drinks cabinet, poured out a glass of Bunnahabhain, handed it to Randolph. Randolph swallowed it quickly, enjoyed the ache of the flavour against his throat, coughed suddenly, wiped away a little spillage on his chin.

'Speak to me,' said Ephesian.

'It wasn't there,' said Randolph quickly, unable to look Ephesian in the eye.

Ephesian breathed heavily, stared at the rug and then turned away and went to the window. Looked down on the firth, eyes wide, watched a small sailing boat battling with the winds in the middle of the channel.

It wasn't there. Randolph was an idiot but he wasn't that much of an idiot. Either Jonah hadn't kept it where he'd said he did or else Ruth Harrison had already found it and moved it.

Jonah Harrison, despite the gambling and the insane credit card debt about which Ephesian well knew, had been a trustworthy man. A sad loss to the fellowship, particularly now with the fruits of their labours about to be harvested. He'd trusted Harrison completely. So if it had been moved, there was only one explanation. He turned back to Randolph, could see immediately that the man had relaxed.

'The wife must have found it but we know she hasn't gone to the police. Might have been better if she had. Go round there, speak to her, find out what she's done with it.'

Randolph nodded. More responsibility.

'Take Jacobs,' Ephesian added. 'Better take Jacobs.'

And Randolph felt relieved and annoyed at the same time.

Maggots Of Melancholy

––––––––
There's a saying amongst aurally-challenged, mute hunchbacks, and it goes like this: just because you're deaf, doesn't mean you can't hear.
Igor had a reputation amongst the ladies as a good listener. None of them knew whether it was because he could lip-read or if it was because he instinctively knew what you were saying, but not one of his many confidantes in town doubted for a second that he understood everything they said to him. They could tell him what they liked and Igor was never judgemental. That was one of the many beauties of the man.

Ruth Harrison had returned home from her devastating meeting with the Reverend Judas Dreyfus, her heart broken. Perhaps the townsfolk would think she mourned for her dead husband and that might be no bad thing. She was shattered and broken and she did not care. She'd gone home, she had opened the fridge door and she had determined that she would spend her days sitting in front of the television, watching awful confrontational chat shows about men who were bastards, and she would drink wine at such a lovely steady pace that she would always be drunk. And then she had heard the footsteps padding heavily on the upstairs landing, she had heard the bathroom door open and close, she had heard the stream of urine and then the toilet flush, and she had immediately run out of the house, nerves shredded, in desperate need of someone to talk to. Someone she could trust.

She opened the door to the barber shop. For the first time that day Barney was inactive, the seemingly endless stream of old men looking for young haircuts having finally dried up. He raised an eyebrow, knowing that this woman was not here for a bouffant hair-do and a tonne of product.

She looked at Igor. Igor returned the look from where he swept. Igor's face automatically showed compassion for her loss, although he knew that she had long since tired of Jonah, his financial whims and his repellent personal habits.

'I need to talk, Igor,' she said.

Igor smiled and ushered her to the bench. Ruth looked at Barney. Igor shrugged sympathetically, as if to say, we're all in it together. He's one of us. She looked at Barney with uncertainty but was swayed by Igor's expression. If Igor trusted this man, then so would she.

She sat down, looking from barber to barber's hunchbacked assistant and back again.

'Barney Thomson,' said Barney, putting her at ease.

'Ruth Harrison,' she said.

'Ah,' said Barney. 'I'm sorry.'

She nodded in that way that you do, then turned back to Igor. Some day she would need to talk to him about the Reverend Dreyfus but not yet. Not while the wound was open and bloody and sore and being feasted upon by the maggots of melancholy.

'This is going to sound strange, so I'll just say it.' She hesitated, she steeled herself. 'Jonah's still in the house.'

Igor look surprised. Barney immediately thought of the prosaic and wondered if the ambulance had still to come to remove the body. That happens in today's Britain.

'How d'you mean?' he asked.

She turned to Barney, wondering if she should give him the whole story. His eyes were trusting and, whilst telling herself that all men were bastards, she decided that she would take him into her confidence.

'I was in the bathroom yesterday, really needed to go. Jonah comes to the door hammering to get in, I said, well to be honest, I said, go and pee in the kitchen sink. He must have been desperate, you know, I didn't realise. Else, you know, I would have let him in and everything.'

Igor knew that that was a whopperooni of a fib.

'So he thumped down the stairs and that's when he tripped and banged his head. That's how he died.'

Both Barney and Igor had already heard the story but they both shook their head sympathetically as if hearing it for the first time.

Igor did a thing with his hands.

'Oh aye,' said Ruth, 'they came and took him away really quickly. Even cleared up, you know. Luciens was very helpful, wouldn't even take a cup of tea.' Of course, he's a man, and therefore a complete shite of the highest degree. 'It's not that.' It's the fact that Dreyfus dumped me, it's the fact that Jonah is going to haunt me for the rest of my friggin' life because I wouldn't let him go to the toilet. It's the fact that the stupid bastard kept something unmentionable wrapped in a small bag in the bottom drawer of the freezer.

'What is it?' asked Barney.

'He's still in the house,' she repeated after another pause, another bite at the bottom lip of uncertainty.

Barney and Igor waited.

'He's haunting me. Or something. I don't know how many times I've heard it since yesterday afternoon. He was in his office before he died. Came out of there up to the bathroom door. Now there are footsteps coming out his office door, they pad up to the bathroom, the door opens and shuts, he takes a pee and then flushes the toilet.'

She looked wide-eyed at them. Igor looked wide-eyed back, very impressed with this bathroom tale of the paranormal.

'You think Jonah is stuck for eternity taking a pish?' asked Barney, trying to keep the doubt from his voice.

She looked sombrely at them.

'Aye,' she said, 'that's exactly what I think.'

Barney shrugged. There are stranger things in life than that.

'So would you like us to come round and check it out for you?'

At this Ruth Harrison dissolved into a liquefied pile of mush, looking with huge relief from Barney to Igor and back.

'Would you?' she breathed. 'Would you?'

'Sure,' said Barney. He and Igor exchanged a glance. Kind of a Steve McQueen/Yul Bryner Magnificent 7 kind of thing, although had they acknowledged that that was what they were doing, they would probably have fought over which of them got to be Steve McQueen. 'Igor,' he continued, 'let's saddle up the horses and move on out.'

Igor smiled, although it emerged as a grimace, and the men set about their business. The Magnificent 2. Hired hands, sent out into the world to fight the paranormal. So in fact, it was more like Ghostbusters really. But then, who dreams of being Dan Ackroyd or Bill Murray?

*** 

Fifteen minutes later Barney and Igor followed Ruth Harrison into her house. They had come to sit with the traumatised woman, to allow the house itself to bear witness to this bizarre tale of the supernatural.

Almost four o'clock and Barney had easily taken the decision to close early. He removed his jacket. Igor removed a variety of rough garments he wore to exacerbate his natural hump and stoop, Ruth put her coat over the banister and turned on the lights.

'Cup of tea?' she asked.

'That'd be lovely,' said Barney. 'Hardly any milk, no sugar.'

She looked at Igor who made his request for tea with a slight nod. Everyone in the town knew how Igor took his tea.

'You want me to go upstairs and have a look?' asked Barney.

She turned, kettle in her sticky little paws, and stared at Barney with amazement, wonder, surprise and incredulity.

'You'd do that?' she said.

Barney shrugged.

'Didn't come here to just drink tea,' he said. 'Igor, you stay with Mrs Harrison, she shouldn't be alone.'

'Arf.'

'Oh, thanks, Igor,' she said.

Barney got a sense, as he left the room, that there was something between Igor and Ruth Harrison, and he smiled at the thought. Bless 'em. Had no idea of the existence of the Reverend Dreyfus or of the mental torture that Jonah's widow was currently having to endure, but when you're broken, defeated, humiliated and crushed you are at your most vulnerable, and Ruth Harrison had always had a bit of a soft spot for Igor.

Barney slowly climbed the stairs. This was new. It wasn't like he hadn't encountered a killing field's worth of death in his time, but none of it had ever come back to haunt him.

Top of the stairs and he stopped, took a look around the landing. A couple of pictures on the walls, oddly tasteful. Imagined, correctly, they must have been Jonah's choices. A large chest of drawers, which he assumed would be filled with all the junk and pillows and sheets and duvets and clothes that they never used but didn't like to throw out.

He stepped into the room that Jonah used as an office. Suddenly he remembered something from long ago, a memory subverted or forgotten. When he and Agnes had been house-hunting before they'd married. An old house in Cambuslang not far from a school. A quiet road, big Victorian houses set back, with large front gardens. Hadn't had a hope of being able to afford it but they'd enjoyed themselves looking. They had gone up the stairs with the estate agent showing them round. There had been a small middle landing with a couple of bedrooms off. The estate agent had pointed them out but had not gone in. Agnes had stood back. Barney could feel it but had been curious.

He'd walked into the first room, a blue bedroom stripped bare. A couple of alcoves, carpet taken away, the floor stripped down to the wood. There'd been another door directly opposite and it had drawn him on. Slowly he'd walked across the room and opened the door.

The sun had been shining brightly into the room. The window was opened slightly and the light net curtain was moving softly. Wooden floor but this one was polished. The walls were spartan, a creamy off-white, no pictures or other decoration, yet they had not looked bare. In the warmth of the sun, the room had almost had a Mediterranean feel to it. There'd been a small table with a sewing box, with an unfinished small crocheted blanket lying next to it. An old rocking chair had sat next to the table, positioned so that whoever sat in it could look out of the window at the orchard in the garden across the high wall next door. In the slight breeze coming in through the window, it had almost seemed like the chair had been slowly rocking.

And, standing there in that room in the warmth of the sun, Barney had felt a great weight of sadness and a sure and certain knowledge that he was not alone. The hairs had risen on the back of his neck, he could feel the fright in every cell in his body and he had quickly turned, closed the door and walked back through the blue bedroom. The estate agent and Agnes had been waiting for him on the landing, heads down, no conversation.

'She's still in there,' Barney had said.

The estate agent had nodded, Barney had looked at Agnes and the two of them had walked back down the stairs and out of the house and never looked back. And slowly, over the years, the memory of that uncomfortable feeling had faded away, until it had completely vanished. Until now and Barney was standing looking at the empty chair from which, a little more than twenty-four hours earlier, Jonah Harrison had risen in a hurry and walked out to his death.

And yet, while the memory had returned, that same feeling was not there. No hairs springing to attention on the back of his neck, no feeling of fear or discomfort, no awareness of there being another presence in the room.

He walked back out into the hall and into the bathroom. A small narrow room, toilet, sink and bath all crammed together like commuters on a train. A lot of feminine products, no sign whatsoever that there had ever been a man in the house.

Still nothing. No sense of anything unearthly, anything that wasn't meant to be part of this world. Not that Barney felt he had any sixth sense for the undead but when there's something present, usually it works its way into your head. There was nothing. Decided that Ruth Harrison must be suffering from shock. An instant judgement.

He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. Tired eyes, seen too much, in need of a long rest. Sleep, a lot of sleep. Maybe death, maybe that was all they needed.

'Jesus, Barney,' he muttered at his reflection, 'get a grip.'

He heard footsteps outside on the landing. Igor must have torn himself away from the Widow Twanky and come up to investigate the ghost himself. Ruth must be confident that old Jonah wasn't suddenly going to try and get a beer from the fridge.

The footsteps approached the bathroom, then Barney heard the door open and close, the lock placed hurriedly across. He was standing two feet from the door staring at it. It hadn't moved.

Now he felt it. The extra presence in the room. Every sense was heightened; he felt cold and hot at the same time. He shivered, a great wracking of his body. He heard the toilet seat raised, although it did not move, and then the sound of a long stream of pee into the centre of the bowl. He pressed himself back against the sink, staring down at the toilet. There was nothing in front of him but he could sense it and hear it and he was as sure of it as he had been of anything he'd ever felt in his life. Jonah Harrison was in the room with him.

The sound of the water dribbled to a halt and was followed by the toilet flushing and a long and relieved sigh. And then, as soon as it had come, the feeling was gone. Jonah was gone and Barney was alone. The tension in his muscles and on his skin relaxed, he was imbued with a feeling of overwhelming relief, the feeling that Jonah Harrison had just left behind. He relaxed.

The doorbell rang. Barney was juddered from the good feeling in which he had allowed himself to wallow. The moment had passed. Jonah Harrison had visited the toilet and the instance of micturition was gone. Barney walked out of the bathroom and back onto the upstairs landing, only vaguely curious as to who the visitor might be and how much sympathy they were about to heap upon the weeping widow; unaware that one of the two men currently standing outside the door had come armed not with condolences but with implements of torture.

No One Will Survive

––––––––
'I mean, really,' said Romeo McGhee. 'She's this super-neurotic, highly-strung, constantly pre-menstrual, malicious, vicious, irrational, over-stressed uber-bitch, and all you women have her up there as, like, this icon or something. A feminist icon. And that just sums it up, man. Feminism in a flippin' nutshell. It's like you pick the weirdest, freaked out Loony Tune of a woman and make her your role model. Women are so screwed.'
Chardonnay Deluth took her eye away from the periscope and looked at McGhee. She was lying on the floor, resting her head in her hand. He was sitting on the carpet a few feet away, his back against the wall, reading the blurb of a 70's compilation CD.

'Why d'you say that?' she asked. 'What kind of icons would you like us to have? She's making a statement, she's saying she'll get on in the world without a man, she's saying she doesn't need a man to lean on. You know, it was coming after centuries of women being tied to either the kitchen sink or the bed. So what if it's a little dated, it helped pave the way. It's awesome and it's still going to be awesome three hundred years from now.'

'All right, I get the whole I Will Survive thing,' said McGhee, 'I'm not dissing that, you know? But can she not give the guy a break, it's not like he's left her? He's just doing his job, for crying out loud.'

'What d'you mean?'

'Well, like the guy's an astronaut and everything. What, is he supposed to phone home every day? Is he supposed to be writing her flippin' love letters? Where the heck are you going to find a post box at seven hundred thousand feet? And how many times a day would there be a collection?'

She looked at him in a certain way.

'What?' she said.

'A collection, you know, if you had a post box in outer space, how often would Postman Pat be able to shuffle by there in his little red van?'

'Not that,' she said, 'what are you talking about? The guy's not an astronaut, he's just some moron who dumped her, and now he thinks he can just walk back into her life?'

He did a thing with his hands.

'Now you're back,' he sang, 'from outer space. The bloke's been on a moon mission for six months. Give him a flippin' break, you know.'

Deluth waited for him to smile, indicating that he'd been joking. He stared at her, recognised the look on her face. Suddenly he could feel the redness begin to rise in his cheeks, as he had a minor moment of epiphany. Gloria Gaynor wasn't a super-neurotic, highly-strung, constantly pre-menstrual, malicious, vicious, irrational, over-stressed uber-bitch after all. And her ex-boyfriend wasn't an astronaut.

Deluth burst out laughing, falling onto the floor – which was an achievement seeing as she was already down there – tears immediately coming to her face. Romeo McGhee felt very, very stupid. And Deluth was laughing so much she was completely unable to tell him that Ephesian's men, Simon Jacobs and James Randolph, had just arrived at Ruth Harrison's house.

*** 

Barney walked down the stairs. Still feeling odd about the whole Jonah Harrison thing. Unsure how to take it all and surprised at the feeling of well-being with which he had been left. Two men had just entered the house as he came to the bottom of the stairs. One, weak eyes, supine around the jaw, nervous, a quite dreadful Peter Lorre cut, and Barney could instantly read that his purpose here was not one of condolence. The other man looked much harder, had the guise of compassion about him; wrinkled face and greying hair, deep blue eyes, teeth that were well-acquainted with an expensive dental surgeon, bit of a François Mitterand.

Ruth Harrison was on the defensive. She'd seen Jacobs about, knew that he occasionally emerged from Ephesian's house to skulk around the town doing his dirty work. Ephesian had been here earlier and she had obviously sent him away before he had found what he was looking for. Jacobs must have been sent down for the same reason, the spineless Randolph in tow.

They looked at Barney with suspicion, while also noticing Igor lurking by the kitchen door with what looked like, to Barney's not entirely untrained eye, a touch of lipstick on the corner of his chops.

'I'm sorry if you're busy,' said Jacobs, eyes furtively shifting between Ruth and Barney. Ignoring Igor. 'We need to talk.'

Ruth Harrison, fortified by a bit of a smooch with Igor while Barney had investigated her late husband's ghoul, stuck out her chest and looked Jacobs firmly in the eye.

'Well, say what you have to say. These men are here for their tea and they won't be going anywhere before you do.'

Randolph nervously began to click the nails of his thumbs. Jacobs rubbed his hands slowly, knowing he had to quickly make the call.

It wasn't as if they needed to get hold of the package right now. There were still over thirty hours to go. But often problems left to fester just keep getting worse. This was one which needed to be sorted out straight away and the presence of the new barber and the deaf mute hunchback wouldn't be allowed to derail proceedings.

'Jonah left something in the freezer,' he said coldly.

Ruth Harrison tried not to let the dawning awareness show on her face. She hadn't been thinking. Hadn't put two and two together; not only had the penny not dropped, the penny hadn't even been there in the first place.

Jonah had gone out every Tuesday evening; that was what this was about. What manner of problems had he left her with?

'I'm sure you could get your own frozen peas at the Spar,' she said crisply.

There was a lot of crisp, cold, snappy, frosty talk, as if the mere mention of the freezer was forcing the tone of the debate.

'You know what I'm talking about,' said Jacobs grimly.

'I'm sure that I don't,' she replied.

'Arf,' growled Igor in the background. Barney raised an appreciative eyebrow at him and wished sometimes that he himself was unable to talk and had the ability to articulate everything he was thinking by the eloquent use of one syllable.

Jacobs glanced at Igor, then looked back to Ruth Harrison.

'What have you done with the bag?' asked Jacobs brusquely, this time his lips getting thinner, the facial equivalent of cocking the gun. You know that way they do in films, where they never cock the gun to begin with so they can do it half way through being mean, to indicate that they really really are just about to blow someone's head off if they don't hand over the girl. Or the money.

'I don't know what you're talking about,' chimed Ruth Harrison, warming to her subject, protected as she was by the brave Igor behind and the curious Barney to her left.

'Mr Randolph,' said Jacobs, voice low and full of menace, 'came round earlier to speak to you about it. Finding you out, he took the liberty of checking in the freezer himself for the required item. We know where Jonah kept it. We know it is no longer there. You must have moved it.'

This time Ruth just stood and stared. At last the menace in his voice was beginning to penetrate. Ruth was being intimidated.

'The contents of that bag did not belong to Jonah,' said Jacobs. 'They belonged to the Brotherhood.' He paused. He let the words sink in. He had intended coming to her house and forcing her to hand over the freezer bag. However, if all he did was scare her into going to the police, her first port of call would be PC Gainsborough, who would be very concerned, make all the right noises, inform her that the appropriate action would be taken, and would immediately take the evidence to Bartholomew Ephesian.

'Tell us where the bag is. We can take it and we can leave. No fuss, no one needs to get hurt, no big issues. Simple. You can move on, we get our bag, everyone's happy.'

Another pause. He was wearing her down. Even she was beginning to see the sense in it. What did she want with the contents of that bag? It wasn't as if she was protecting her husband's good name. He had been a member of some secret society that kept something illegal in his freezer and he'd never mentioned it. Was she supposed to be supportive?

'Fuck off.'

The blunt warning came from the stairs. Everyone looked at Barney.

'Arf!' said Igor in support.

Jacobs didn't reply. He stared at Barney for a few seconds then turned back to Ruth Harrison.

'Mrs Harrison,' he began. Voice had dropped another two or three notches down the coldness scale. If he'd had a gun, it would've been one which he could've cocked six or seven times. 'Choose your friends wisely. Give us the bag and the matter will be closed now. Any other course of action would be folly.'

She hesitated. She swallowed. She glanced sideways at Barney.

'What he said,' said Randolph, as if that contributed anything.

'The bag,' said Jacobs brutally, ignoring Randolph.

Ruth Harrison bit her bottom lip and looked over her shoulder. Back in the direction of where she had planted the bag in the garden. To defrost.

Barney Thomson didn't care. He was no natural hard man but if ever there was a person to define the been-there-done-that personality type, he was it. When you've had years of dead bodies and murder and pandemonium and a life defined by Chaos Theory, two hard men, one of whom was as hard as a one minute boiled egg, meant nothing. He stepped down the stairs. He moved in between Jacobs and Ruth Harrison.

'Fuck off,' he repeated. Thought to add a variety of other insults but he didn't need to. Sparse was good.

Jacobs tried to stare him down but Barney Thomson was a man who had seen too much to be intimidated by the hired help of a small time crook on an island in the Clyde estuary. There was a brush of wind and Igor was standing beside him, so that Ruth Harrison now had the full wall of protection before her.

Barney crossed his arms, the appendage equivalent of cocking a gun. Igor crossed his arms. James Randolph, not entirely in tune with proceedings, crossed his arms. Jacobs took the mood of the situation. Was it worthwhile getting into a fight at this stage?

He looked through Barney and Igor, right into Ruth Harrison's eyes, right into her head. She swallowed. She knew he would be back. Jacobs twitched, the bitter spasm of unfulfilled rage. Teeth gritted, he turned, opened the door and stepped back out into the grey of a bleak afternoon. Randolph attempted to give the three others the similar treatment but fell woefully short, and then he followed Jacobs out into the day, closing the door behind him.

They watched them go and then, with the door shut, relief descended upon the house.

Ruth Harrison let out a long sigh and said, 'Thank God they're gone.'

'Arf,' said Igor.

Barney looked at Ruth and could see she was shaken. Would have held out a hand to her but Igor got there first, which was probably best.

'You're right about one thing,' said Barney, matter of factly.

'What?' she asked.

Igor looked quizzically at him, picking up the vibe.

'Your husband's still trying to take a piss.'

'Take Some More Tea!'

––––––––
Police Constable Thaddæus Gainsborough laid down the copy of that afternoon's Evening Times. Took another glance at the back page banner headline – Dog With Transplanted Head of Dead Ibrox Legend Is New Rangers Signing Target – propped his feet on the desk and looked out of the window as the afternoon wound its way to an end. His was another office with a west facing window, although he was down at sea level, the small police station just across the road from the tiny bay which precedes the playpark, the football field and the boat yard at the far end of the town.
He reached for his cup of tea and took his first sip. The perfect cup. He always took the time to do the job properly. Warm the pot. One spoonful of Harrods loose leaf No.16 Afternoon Blend Pure Ceylon per person and one for the pot – he always made tea as if he was doing it for five or six, although he inevitably drank alone – brew for five minutes. Warm the cup. Milk in the cup first, just the merest drop, just enough to take the edge off the darkness, so that most people looking at the brew would think he was drinking coffee. Pour the tea in through the strainer. Different strainer for each type of tea, never wash the strainer in soapy water, just a quick rinse. No sugar. Let the cup stand for a minute and a half while you read the paper – his ritual was so particular that the taste of Harrods No.16 evoked the Evening Times, the taste of No.12 Scottish Breakfast evoked The Scotsman, the taste of No.5 Not Morning, But Not Quite Afternoon evoked the lunchtime news on BBC1.

He always made the perfect cup, so this one was no different. Held it in both hands, feeling the stinging warmth of the tea on his fingertips through the thin china. He always drank tea from the same cup, which he washed thoroughly afterwards. It had been given to him upon leaving his previous position as clerk at the station in Lamlash on Arran, and bore the inscription, To Thaddæus Gainsborough, Lamlash 2004, with Samuel Johnson's 'A Hardened and Shameless Tea Drinker' inscribed around the rim. Guests were given a selection of mugs, including a Tweetie Pie, an I Luv London, an NPR Morning Edition, a Cambuslang Old Parish Church, a Bart Simpson Role Model, a Grumpy Old Man he'd received on his thirtieth birthday, and a bull terrier with a description on what loveable dogs they are.

The door opened. He dragged his eyes away from the hills of Arran and another contemplation on the girl he had left across the water, Minnie McDonald, 27. Didn't bother to remove his feet from the desk, as the only person whom he would not wish to be caught by in this position was Bartholomew Ephesian, and Bartholomew Ephesian never came down to the police station. The police station always went to him.

Father Andrew Roosevelt entered the office and closed the door behind him. He nodded at Gainsborough. Gainsborough smiled.

'Father,' he said. The men stared at one another for a second. Only eleven men in the world knew what they knew – at least, they thought it was as little as eleven – and they shared the joy of the secret for a second, no words passing between them.

'A great day is nearly upon us,' said Roosevelt eventually. The moment of secret male bonding had passed and they could both feel comfortable again. There's a time for heterosexual male bonding, although no one is entirely sure when that is, but it's always a bonus when those moments pass without undue distress.

'Cup of tea?' asked Gainsborough, to ensure that the encounter was firmly established on solid ground.

Roosevelt was well aware of Gainsborough's addiction and of the fact that he would get a damn fine cup of tea.

'In a minute,' he said.

'The brew'll be past its peak,' said Gainsborough. 'You have to be careful.'

To be honest, I don't quite have your anally retentive obsessive weirdness about tea, Constable, and if I was to consider tea to have a peak, I'd think the peak lasted from the point that the water and the bag were put in the same cup until the water had gone cold, thought Roosevelt, but he merely nodded, sat down across from Gainsborough and leant forward.

'There are two Italians in town,' he said quickly, before Gainsborough could tell him that studies at the University of Durham have indicated that the first invisible microbes of mould begin to form on a cup of tea after less than eight and a half minutes, even while the tea is still hot.

Gainsborough glanced at the clock, checking how much time he had to finish his cup before the fungal spores began to multiply imperceptibly on the surface of his drink. He took another sip.

'Are they lost or on holiday?' he asked, looking out at the grey day and wondering why any Italian would want to come to Millport on holiday.

'Oh,' said Roosevelt, voice taking on a cautionary note, 'they know exactly where they are and they're not here on holiday.'

Gainsborough found himself a little intrigued by the priest's tone and he raised his eyebrows in question, while hiding the rest of his face behind the cup.

'They've just been to the cathedral,' said Roosevelt. 'Snooping around inside, very suspiciously.'

'This is Millport.' Gainsborough indicated the weather. 'What else are a couple of visitors going to do on a day like this? Visit the twenty-eight screen multiplex? Go bowling? Eat Thai or go to the swimming pool and sauna? You said yourself, they're Italian. Italians love all that religious stuff. Show them a church and they'll amuse themselves for the afternoon.'

'No, no!' exclaimed Roosevelt, once he'd been allowed a word in. 'It's much more than that. They're acting suspiciously. There's something grievously amiss. They lied. There was no reason for them to lie, not if they were just on holiday.'

'So, what are you saying? You think they're here to, what exactly? Invade? Claim Millport as part of a greater Italian republic? That might not be so bad.'

'Constable!' said Roosevelt, exasperated by the policeman's lack of concern. 'You must have received the phone call!'

'Aye,' said Gainsborough.

'Then you know that there are some people, some organisations, who will not be happy with what will be revealed tomorrow evening?'

'Aye,' said Gainsborough.

Roosevelt stared, as if not wanting to spell it all out in case the room was bugged. Of course, the room was bugged, because all police stations are bugged by MI5, but it's not like that mob would be too interested in what this pair were talking about.

The light of wisdom suddenly started to dawn on Gainsborough's face.

'Ah,' he said. 'Ah.' And he pointed upwards, indicating a higher power.

'Well,' said Roosevelt, 'I don't know that I'd go that far, but yes, that is my inference. These men are Italians and, more specifically, from Rome.'

'You know this for a fact?' asked Gainsborough. 'An actual fact?' he added, as opposed to the facts he read in the sports pages of the Evening Times.

'Like I said,' Roosevelt began, 'they're just acting strangely, so I can't be absolutely sure, but I think they should be taken care of just in case.'

Gainsborough took another long drink of tea. Glanced at the clock.

'Right,' he said. 'So, have you spoken to Mr Ephesian? That would seem the obvious course of action.'

'No!' said Roosevelt with surprising force. 'No, we mustn't bother him. There are some things we should be able to take care of ourselves. These are very important days for the Grand Master. He doesn't need to be troubled by every little thing.'

'Well,' said Gainsborough, 'I don't know that being about to be shat upon by the largest religious organisation on the planet is all that little a thing, but if you think it's best that he doesn't know...'

'Definitely, definitely.'

'So, what d'you suggest?'

Gainsborough drained his cup with a glance at the clock. Finally removed his feet from the desk and sat forward.

'You understand that the very future of the planet depends upon us to take care of this matter,' said Roosevelt.

'Well, I believe that might be a bit of an exaggeration but we'll run with it at the moment and see how we get on,' said Gainsborough.

'Good,' said Roosevelt. He pulled the chair out, sat down, nodded at the teapot to indicate that he would now take a cup, and said, 'Right, here's what we need to do.'

*** 

Barney, Igor and Ruth Harrison trooped dutifully into the back garden. Barney crossed his arms against the cold; Igor seemed to crouch down before his hump; Ruth pulled her cardigan tightly across her chest.

'I just put it in with these roses,' she said, the fifth time she'd mentioned putting it in with the roses. 'I really have no idea why I did it and it's not like I know what I'm going to do with the thing, is it? It's not like I'm this expert in anything, you know.'

'And what was in the bag?' asked Barney for the fifth time.

'I'll show you,' she said, and she bustled across the lawn. Barney and Igor exchanged a glance and walked after her.

She came to the rose patch at the back of the garden, up against the wall which separated her territory from that of Mr Margoyles, the local wine drinker. Walking behind, Barney could see the disturbed earth in the midst of the roses and wondered what exactly she had been thinking. Obviously she hadn't been concerned about the thing defrosting; obviously she hadn't been concerned about it being discovered either, or else why hide it in the middle of your garden under obviously disturbed earth?

She lifted the small trowel which she had left lying handily at the edge of the lawn.

'Arf,' muttered Igor, and she turned and smiled at him. She may have benefited from Igor's empathy but it was a one way street. She never had any idea what he actually meant by any of his arfs.

She put the trowel into the earth expecting to hit the soft package straight away, as she had not buried it deeply. She scooped out some earth, surprised that it wasn't there. Inserted the trowel once more but again nothing. She shovelled in again, this time more quickly, then another few times, expanding her scope of works. In her sudden panic, she almost started digging into the soil with her hands but she stopped herself on behalf of her fingernails.

She turned round to look at Barney and Igor, her face showing everything. She didn't need to say it. Being a woman, she said it anyway.

'It's gone!' she gasped.

Barney walked over and bent down beside the small patch of ground. He wasn't about to go digging his hands in either but he knew there was little point. The hiding of the item in the first place had obviously been so rudimentary that there would be little trouble in finding it had it still been there.

'What was it?' asked Barney, looking at her.

Ruth Harrison stood up, a growing look of panic on her face. She stared at Barney. She turned to Igor for some reassurance. Igor grimaced at her but it really didn't help from the relaxation point of view. She turned back to Barney. She swallowed. She looked big-eyed and lost.

'Arf,' said Igor.

Nietzsche Ate My Hamster

––––––––
Romeo McGhee opened up the fridge door, took out a Miller, popped the cap, took a long first drink, belched, dragged the sleeve of his Eminem sweat-shirt across his mouth, farted with a cock of the leg, took another drink, forced a small burp which wasn't really worth the effort, checked the fridge for cheese – there wasn't any – closed the door and then turned round.
'They are so putty in my hands,' he said. 'Putty. What are you smiling at?'

'Still laughing about the outer space thing.'

'Move on, girlfriend,' he said, genuinely shameless. 'We are so about to kick arse.'

'You don't want to offer me a beer, then?'

He humphed a little, passed her the one from which he'd already drunk and then returned to the fridge. Planked himself down at the table.

'What's the plan?' she asked.

Romeo McGhee glanced round at the freezer, then turned back, the beer bottle surgically attached to his lips.

'You know there's this weird thing in town?' he said.

'The Brotherhood?' she said. 'Yeah, so? It's just a joke. The Masons or something, isn't it? Who gives a shit?'

'Yeah, yeah,' said Romeo, 'whatever. No one really knows what it is but we all know it goes on. They skulk around the lot of them and we all think it's a joke and they think that that's what we think, so they don't care. They cover it up with talk of card games and charity and rolling up their bleedin' trouser legs and all that shit but there's weirder stuff than that goes on up at the big house. Fuckin' weirder stuff than that.'

'Such as?'

'Well my old man was well involved, wasn't he? And when he died, old Ephesian was round here the first day, you know what I'm saying? Soon as my old geezer had pegged it, the guy was round here like a flash. Which is what he just did with Ruthie across the garden. So, I'm thinking, it might just be for the same reason. He had something to collect from my house. And you know, I left him alone with my dad's stuff and he walked out carrying a bag. I thought it was all the old Masons shit, didn't really care. Left him to it. Now, old Ruthie didn't let him away with it so easily. She goes and finds what it is that Jonah had stashed away and what Ephesian's looking for. She doesn't give it to him and she hides it.'

He was smiling. Chardonnay Deluth stared back at him, getting quite sucked into the conspiracy.

'Unfortunately for the old Ruthmeister, I'm watching through my little bag of tricks up there. She leaves, I go and dig it up and now the thing that Ephisimo is looking for t'ain't in Rutheramma's freezer, it's in mine. And he can send as many of his henchmen round to the Ruthsmeller Pursuivant's house as he likes but he ain't finding shit.'

Drained his beer in one long gulp, belched massively and smiled knowingly across the table.

'I'm impressed,' she said, because she was the sort of girl who would be impressed by that kind of talk.

'Course you are, darlin'.'

'And now,' she said, 'you're going to tell me what it is that Jonah had in his freezer. Aren't you?'

He smiled again. Looked a bit cheeky. She loved it, because she was strangely besotted with Romeo McGhee. Most other people would have been taking a baseball bat to his head.

He stood up, opened the freezer door, lifted out the small bag and placed it on the table.

Chardonnay Deluth stared at it, not entirely sure what she was looking at. She lifted the bag, turned it over in her fingers, suddenly realised what it was. Others might have dropped it in horror but a huge smile came to her face. She looked at McGhee with wonder, the smile on his face increased ten fold.

'A human hand,' she said. 'Fuck me.'

He took another beer from the fridge and turned back.

'I could do that,' he said, smiling.

*** 

Barney Thomson walked along the sea front. Had just passed the Crocodile Rock – the crocodile shaped rock that has been painted as a red, white and black crocodile since 1903, and which provided Elton John and Bernie Taupin much inspiration after a holiday to Millport in 1971 – and was promenading by Newton beach, looking out to sea, enjoying the smell of the air, the breeze in his face. A couple of dogs about, their owners in their wake, not many other people abroad. Just before six, late afternoon turning to early evening, the last hour of daylight soon to be lost under a layer of dark, low cloud.

He had left Igor and Ruth Harrison to it. Didn't think that Jacobs and the absurd Randolph would be back soon but had armed Ruth with his mobile number in case they returned even more heavy-handed than before. Thought, however, that there would be a night's reflection on their part before they hit upon another plan. He knew she'd be safe in Igor's arms, which was where he thought she would end up, and was literally where she already was, now that Barney was ten minutes away.

Barney smiled at the thought of Igor and a woman. Any woman. Good on the lad. Short, hunched, mute, deaf and downright ugly but there's nothing to get in the way of a beautiful personality.

Pondered briefly the human hand in Ruth's freezer but just didn't want to think about it. More death and murder and dismemberment. And so he allowed his thoughts to drift to Garrett Carmichael even though he knew she wasn't for him. Just not fated, in some way. Perhaps Agnes, his long-gone ex-wife had been his fate. A dull twenty-year marriage, that was all he could expect. There had been a couple of women in his brief sojourn in Edinburgh but he'd never really known what he'd wanted.

So much of human action is based on trying to achieve something new, because it seems so empty to sit on what you have. Yet where do you stop when it comes to relationships? With everything else, there's always another challenge. There's always another mountain; if not higher, then more remote or less well climbed or more dangerous. There's always another sea or ocean to circumnavigate or to row across or to dive to the bottom of. There's always another jungle to explore – or at least there will be for about another twenty years - another lost city to spend decades searching for. But with relationships, you so quickly come to the crunch and once you've made the commitment there's no moving on. Ever. Not without hurt and heartache and losing your insides. How much had he hurt Agnes?

'Thinking about women, eh?' said a voice.

Barney, sucked through a straw from melancholic reflections, looked round. An old fella sitting on a bench, eating a cheese sandwich, bottle of Strongbow at his side, watching the waves in amongst the boats. Barney had given him a Justin Timberlake Superbowl XXXVIII cut that morning.

'Aye,' he said, smiling ruefully. 'You guys all given some special psychic implant when you hit old geezerdom?'

Justin Timberlake indicated the sea with his cheese sandwich.

'We're all wise in the ways of the souls of men, who live by the sea,' he said.

Barney nodded.

'You know who said that?'

'Nope.'

'I just did,' said Timberlake laughing, and he took another bite of sandwich. Barney shook his head.

'Feels like I've come into a town of Aristotles and Nietzsches,' he said.

'Nietzsche was an arsehole,' said Timberlake.

'Aye,' said Barney. Everyone thinks that.

'You'll be going out with Garrett for dinner tonight then?'

Barney shrugged. I expect, he thought, that he knows what I had for my lunch too.

'Aye,' he said.

'She's not for you, though, you know that. Then you've got the whole mid-life crisis thing, which isn't really a mid-life crisis, it's beyond mid-life. Really, you're not too far from old geezerdom yourself.'

He laughed quietly, took the last of his cheese sandwich.

'That makes me feel better,' said Barney.

Swig of cider and the old fella indicated the sea again.

'With the exception of a good woman, all a mid-life crisis amounts to is the realisation that whenever you get what you want in life, you find out that you didn't really want it after all. You know who said that?'

Barney smiled.

'René Descartes?' he asked, playing the game.

'One of mine,' said Timberlake with that cheeky smile.

Barney smiled and began to walk off. Old men talking mince, everywhere he went. Timberlake allowed him a pace or two.

'Get by that and you'll be fine,' he said. Barney stopped but didn't turn. 'There's always suicide of course. The thought of suicide is a great source of comfort; with it a calm passage is to be made across many a bad night.'

Barney turned, smile gone, the weight of melancholy returning much more heavily than before.

'Nietzsche,' he said flatly.

'Aye,' said Timberlake. He drained the cider and winked. Barney stared at him for a second and then turned and walked on.

Suicide? It wasn't that bad. Not yet, at any rate.

Bar Room Blitz

––––––––
Tony and Luigi were sitting in the bar of the George Hotel by the old pier at the bottom of Cardiff Street. Strategy to discuss, although Luigi was wishing he had strategy to discuss with a strategist, rather than with a monkey. There had been nothing obvious in the cathedral, which was as much as could be expected, but there must have been a clue somewhere. What they needed to do, Luigi thought, was take a bulldozer to the place.
'This is a nice wine,' said Tony, holding up the glass and checking it for length. 'Can't beat a good Italian.'

Luigi shook his head.

'My mother's piss tastes better than this shit,' he said. 'You're such a moron. You've been out of Italy two stinkin' minutes and you're more misty-eyed than Pavarotti.'

'This is a good wine,' protested Tony.

Luigi lifted his glass, swished it around, sniffed at it contemptuously, then took a substantial taste.

'Smell it,' he said.

Tony smelled it.

'You getting that?' asked Luigi.

'What?'

'Horse shit, that's what this smells of. Stinkin' horse shit. You'd think you hadn't seen Italy in years the way you go on. We were there yesterday morning for Chrissake's, and with any luck we'll be there again tomorrow night. Get a grip of yourself. This is Britain. You think we export any decent wine to this lot? Are you kidding me? Why waste it on an entire nation of tasteless morons? These people eat French fries with pasta for crying out loud! Taste it again and when you do it, think of the wine we shared with the cardinal on Saturday evening.'

Tony took another sip of low-grade exported petroleum extract that passed for wine in Safeways.

'Jesus,' he said. 'This is terrible.'

'Thank you. I wouldn't use this shit in my bolognaise sauce.'

'Me neither.'

Luigi mouthed Tony's reply, mocking him.

'Bolognaise sauce. You never made a stinkin' bolognaise sauce in your life.'

'Oh yeah? Well, what about that time I nearly died eating your stupid bolognaise sauce. I was sick for a week. I was sick like a dog. I was so sick I thought my stomach was going to come out through my fuckin' eyeballs.'

'That wasn't bolognaise sauce, that was dog food made out of uncooked chicken offal. You're such a stinkin' idi—'

'Fuckin' Eye-ties,' said a voice from across the bar. Strong Glasgow accent, not so rare in these parts anymore.

Tony and Luigi looked round. There was a lad at the bar. Big, lumbering, meat and two veg short of a main course. Holding a pint, staring at the two emissaries from the Vatican with scorn. Mid-20s, denim jacket, ripped jeans, a suspect Ewan MacGregor Trainspotting cut, executed by an inexperienced hairdresser called Wendolene. Had been christened Donald Gallagher by his unsuspecting parents but had been known as Donaldinho for a number of years, by his own insistence.

'What did you say?' said Tony.

Luigi prodded Tony's arm. They weren't here to get into fights with morons in bars. They didn't have to keep entirely in the shadows but there was no need to attract attention to themselves any more than the fact of being two Italians in a small town in Scotland would anyway.

'Fuckin' Italian bampots,' said the guy. The barman glanced at him and wondered if it was too early to put a call through to Police Constable Gainsborough. It wasn't as if, after all, PC Gainsborough wasn't expecting the call. 'Did yese get intae a fight at home and yese had tae run away?' said the guy. 'Wis that it? Yese were prob'ly shaggin' some'dy's missus, knowin' you lot. Or maybe,' and he turned around fully to face them, to lay the accusation wholly on the table, 'you were shaggin' each other and had tae get away fi' the lynch mob.'

Straight over Luigi's head. Couldn't have cared less. Tony, being a simple man 'n all, was on the verge of crashing over the table and attacking him. Luigi put his hand on Tony's arm.

'Oh, very nice,' sneered Donaldinho from behind his pint. 'Yese'll be shaggin' each other up the arse next. Course, the minute you see someone's back you probably want to stab them in it.'

Tony made to move. Luigi grabbed his shoulder, pulled him back down into his seat. Luigi did not yet suspect that this was a set-up but only the simple man rises to simple bait.

'Tony, sit down, shut up. Barman, are you just going to let this guy talk to your other customers like this?'

Donaldinho took a long drink from the trough.

'He's got a point,' said Murray the barman. 'Tuck it in, mate. There's no need for that kind of thing in here.'

There were two other occupied tables. A bloke and his wife, who looked worried by the whole business and were on the point of leaving; and a couple of old women on their annual escape from Glasgow, who were excited by the thought of getting to watch an actual wrestling match, likely with real blood.

'Is that no' just typical,' said Donaldinho. 'Hidin' behind others. Fuckin' brave the pair o' ye. Fuckin' arse bandits.'

'Enough, mate, or I'll call the polis,' said the barkeep.

Donaldinho glanced at him, then turned back. Luigi was staring at the floor, concerned only that Tony did not do anything stupid. Tony was agitating to go on the rampage. He may have been an out and out idiot and he may have been much much smaller than his adversary but he was more than capable of killing him.

He had a gun in his jacket.

'Two bum-fluffs the gither,' said Donaldinho, 'too wee and scaredy tae dae anythin' but sit there. Nae wunner we shat a' o'er yese in the war.'

Luigi tugged at Tony's shoulder. Tony wriggled free and came at Donaldinho like a tank.

Donaldinho cracked his pint glass off the edge of the bar, spraying beer over the barman, the glass pinging around the room. He turned and met Tony full on. Fists and feet and glass met in a fantastic crunch. A looping parabola of blood spurted instantly into the air.

The couple, who had up until now been quietly enjoying their gin and tonics, left hurriedly. The old women leant forward, hands clapping with glee.

'My money's on the Italian lad, Marion,' said one.

'Ach, away and bile yer heid, Nella,' said the other.

Donaldinho and Tony's heads met with a crunch. Blood was everywhere, although it was impossible to see whose it was. The barkeep stood well clear. Luigi knew he could not get involved. At least one of them had to stay out of trouble. In any case, he knew that Tony would not need help.

And, as he took another sip of disgusting wine, the obviousness of the set-up finally hit him. He smacked his hand off his forehead, then he rose, pushed the table away from him and, avoiding the brawling couple in the middle of the bar, walked hurriedly up the stairs to get his things from the room.

The Well Of Life

––––––––
The sea front was quiet and although Barney was a good distance from the George Hotel, he was aware of the stramash as Tony, the Vatican's less than holy ambassador, was dragged out by Police Constable Gainsborough. Tony had been disarmed and Donaldinho had been allowed to skulk away into the shadows – or, more accurately, to skulk away to the hospital, as his broken beer glass had been turned against him by his more expertly brutal opponent. Tony had belatedly realised what had occurred earlier to Luigi but there was nothing to be done about it now other than sitting in his cell until the inevitable call came through from a higher authority to have him released.
Barney watched for a few seconds, vaguely curious, then turned back to the red door. Hesitated, then lifted the brass door knocker – a wonderfully hideous gargoyle with a double nose and a bit of a Boris Johnson – and let it drop. A moment's pause, then the sound of two pairs of scampering feet. The door was pulled open and Hoagy and Ella stood against the wall forming a line of two, backs straight, arms by their sides.

Hoagy saluted and said, 'You have permission to come aboard, sir!'

Barney smiled, returned the salute, then stooped to inspect the troops as he went by. He straightened Hoagy's shirt and tugged at Ella's collar, which had her in fits of giggles.

'All proper and correct,' said Barney. 'Stand down.'

They both saluted, Hoagy's accompanied by a lop-sided wink.

'Where's your mum?' asked Barney.

'Upstairs,' said Hoagy. 'In the bathroom doing girl's stuff. But there's no amount of make-up going to help her lose weight.'

Barney nodded. Five year-olds are bad enough, much worse when they're going on fifteen, as most of them seem to be now.

'I heard that!' shouted Garrett Carmichael from upstairs. 'I've had enough of your cheek.'

Hoagy looked innocent and shrugged his shoulders. Ella shook her head disapprovingly and said, 'He's just a little fuck.'

They're coming on faster these days, thought Barney.

Like the wind, Garrett Carmichael appeared at the top of the stairs. Towel wrapped turban-like around her hair, red trousers, nothing on top but a black bra. Barney turned away.

'What did you say?'

'I said he's a little fuck,' Ella replied. Very matter of fact.

Garrett came steaming down to the bottom of the stairs. Barney glanced at her, looked at Hoagy – who gave him a you get everything in this house look – then stared at the ceiling.

'That,' said Garrett, holding Ella's hand, 'was a very, very bad word to say. Don't let me ever hear that again. Where did you hear it? It's very, very naughty. Do you understand?'

Domestic bliss, thought Barney. Wherever you look in family life there's usually something to support the way of the wanderer.

Ella looked blameless and perplexed.

'I just said he was a little fuck,' she protested innocently.

'Right!' said Garrett angrily. 'I told you not to say it! It's bad! Go and stand in the bathroom until you're ready to say sorry.'

One and a half seconds, then the three year-old bottom lip appeared and she burst into tears. Garrett let out a huge exasperated and annoyed sigh, then looked at Barney.

'You deal with it,' she said, and stormed back up the stairs.

'Mummy!' wailed Ella, as her mother disappeared from view. 'Mummy!'

Barney looked down at this scene of child carnage and felt glad that these spawn were not, and never would be, his.

Hoagy shrugged his shoulders.

'Mum's on,' he said. 'That's what dad used to say. Not sure what it means.'

That, my grown up little friend, thought Barney, is something that will never change.

'Can you explain it to me?' he asked.

'Wee man,' said Barney, raising his voice over the general tumult of Ella's rejection issues, 'you must be joking.'

The front door was knocked and then Miranda Donaldson bustled in, looked at Barney with grave suspicion, ignored Hoagy and headed straight for the greeting wean.

'What's the matter with you, darlin'? she said, bending down next to Ella.

'Mum got mad, 'cause Ella called me a little fuck,' said Hoagy.

Miranda Donaldson turned and looked at her grandson, raised the old grandma eyebrow at him and then looked back at Ella.

'Well,' she said, voice very low and comforting, 'what was your mother thinking? It's not like you were wrong, now, is it, Ella?'

Barney surveyed the scene of domestic ecstasy, turned away, wandered into the sitting room, parked himself in a big comfy chair and began the long wait for Garrett Carmichael.

*** 

Bartholomew Ephesian twitched. Took another long drink of Lagavulin. Grip on the glass so tight it was in danger of breaking. Head full of the kind of bloody, dark thoughts that always came to him when things were not going according to plan.

Jacobs had passed onto him Ruth Harrison's reluctance to share the required information, as well as the unexpected intervention of the Barbershop Duet. He hadn't known Barney would be trouble the instant he'd arrived but any able-bodied man, when none was required, was liable to be a problem. That Igor had stood up for Ruth Harrison was a complete shock to him but that was because he expected little of Igor. What he did not need at this stage, however, were two more people to be dealt with.

Then there was the matter of the amateurish set-up at the George Hotel, leading to the incarceration of Tony Angelotti. He was incensed by the fact that Gainsborough had thought he could deal with any problem himself but much more concerned that there were Italians on the island. Ephesian did not doubt for one second where they had come from and who had sent them. And there was one of them at large, which meant that the necessary phone calls would be made and the one who was currently locked up in the tiny cell behind the police station would be out before Gainsborough had had time to write his stupid name in crayon across the top of the arrest report form.

There was also the matter of inducting his son into the brotherhood, something else which was getting him more agitated. As was the arrival of the corpulent Ping Phat.

'I can't trust Randolph to commit the murder,' said Ephesian suddenly, addressing the other problem that was aggravating him. 'I can barely trust him to go to the toilet when he needs to.'

'Don't worry,' said the voice behind him. 'I'll take care of it.'

Ephesian knew he could trust Jacobs with everything and when he was unable to achieve an objective, such as that afternoon at the house of Ruth Harrison, Ephesian would never blame him.

'Good,' said Ephesian. 'And perhaps it would be appropriate to take care of Randolph at the same time. He knows too much.'

'Yes, sir' said Jacobs.

Ephesian turned round, away from the dusk and the dying of the day over the islands to the west.

'Ping Phat,' he said, beginning to rattle off the list of problems, 'the item in the possession of Ruth Harrison, the two bloody barbers and the Italians. We can hardly just kill them all, however convenient it would be. I don't like mess,' he concluded.

'Yes, sir,' said Jacobs.

Ephesian drained his glass, held it out for Jacobs to take from him and refill with three fresh ice cubes.

'Tonight,' he said, 'we need to collect the item from the cathedral. No messing about, you go there, you remove it. We need to get it up here. The Italians will be all over the place. Take care of it.'

'Yes, sir,' he replied, handing over the refilled glass.

'Before that, though, you should see Ruth Harrison. Be brutal. Short, swift, vicious. Don't mess around. Thomson is seeing the lawyer tonight, so we need only worry about Igor. Just take him out. I'll have a word with Gainsborough in case anyone gives him a call.'

'Yes, sir,' said Jacobs, dutifully.

'We'll need to put the word round about the Italians. It'll almost be worthwhile releasing the one we have, as he'll lead us straight to the other one. It might be all right just to keep an eye on them, we can see how close they're getting. Make a few calls.'

'Yes, sir.'

Ephesian took a sip from his third whisky of the late afternoon and held his hands out to the side.

'Businesslike. We need to be businesslike. The problems are mounting, we need to address them and put them to bed.'

'Very good, sir.'

'Ping Phat will need to wait until tomorrow.'

'Very good, sir.'

'And the same for the small matter of the murder. Tomorrow night, but you know all about that.'

The two men stared across the room, wondering how bloody it was all going to become. It was always so much easier when you could take care of things through gentle persuasion. Money talked, of course, but Ephesian never liked to talk with money. A little intimidation was the best option and it was always regrettable when he had to go further.

Needs must, he thought to himself. The only way to deal with Ping Phat was violence. And a murder had to be committed for the ceremony to take place. They were the necessary acts of bloodshed. The other work could be kept low key but if that wasn't possible then Jacobs would do what he had to.

'It'll be a pleasure, sir,' said Jacobs.

Of that, at least, Ephesian was certain. Jacobs may have had the whole Jeeves vibe going but the man was a sadistic, callous bastard. Who could nail a Lagavulin with ice.

He took another long drink from the well and his head twitched involuntarily as his thoughts turned back to Gainsborough and his clumsy attempts to detain the Italians.

The Third Constant

––––––––
'So, there are three things, not two.'
Barney forked another piece of chicken in strawberry yogurt with a mythology of thyme, took a sip of a curious Italian white with insinuations of lavender and an aura of Vatican II, and raised the universal eyebrow of curiosity.

'You see,' she said, finishing off a mouthful of cretaceous beef on a platter of sangfroid, 'the common philosophy is that there are two principles. Right wrong, yin yang, equal opposite, good evil, black white, you know how it is.'

He nodded. Amateur philosophy. Can't go five minutes in the world without coming across it. Everybody thinks, after all.

'And your theory is?' he asked. Impaled a piece of broccoli which had been cooked to perfection. (The broccoli had been termed 100% steamed alleviated legume verte.)

'There's a third thing,' she said.

'The grey,' suggested Barney.

'Not exactly,' she said. 'I call it the Garrett.'

He paused with the fork on its way to his mouth.

'The Garrett?' he asked.

'Yeah,' she said. 'The Equal, the Opposite and the Garrett.'

'You named this thing, whatever it is, after yourself?'

'Why not?' she said, no hint of shame. 'They all do it. Einstein's Theory of Relativity, Newton's Laws of Physics. What's the difference?'

'Come on,' said Barney, 'that's totally different.'

'How?' she said, a little aggrieved. She was used to people happily sucking in her Garrett theory without question because she was the hottest woman in town and most of them weren't listening anyway. Barney was forlorn and stuck somewhere down a pit of gloom and just wasn't buying into the allure of Garrett Carmichael which fascinated most of the men on the island.

'Einstein,' he said, 'was a guy with an enormous moustache who came up with a theory of relativity. He just said, you know, this is my theory, what d'you think? Everybody else said, well that sounds like a good theory and started talking about it, and other people said, yeah that is a good theory I like that, whose is it, and the first people said, it's Einstein's, so it became known as Einstein's theory.'

She looked at him as if he was talking in strange tongues.

'Same for Newton,' he continued, ignoring the strange tongues look. 'It wasn't like either of them named some thing after themselves. Newton didn't call the apple Newton.'

'A newton is an amount of force,' she said, with a bit of a duh-huh look about her.

'Aye, but it wasn't flippin' Newton who named it that. It was scientists later on.'

'Well, Einstein then,' she said. 'E=mc2, what about that?'

'You think the E in E=mc2 means Einstein?'

'Of course it does,' she said sharply, heading swiftly onto the defensive.

'Einstein=mc2? You think Einstein's theory of relativity was about him personally. That he was equal to mc2? What d'you think mc2 actually is? Muscle times colon squared? Mince times cheese squared? What exactly is it you've always thought the guy was made of?'

'Are you finished?'

He lanced a piece of chicken and nodded. There was a feisty spark to the conversation but not in a Katharine Hepburn/Cary Grant kind of a way, where you knew they were going to get together at the end of the movie. This was edgier and meaner, genuine annoyance behind the acerbity.

'The equation is not about Einstein himself,' she said. 'Einstein, as a term, refers to a unit of energy or something. Just because I'm not a physics expert doesn't make me a total idiot.'

Barney stared at his plate. Not entirely trusting himself to look at her, although it wasn't as if he was laughing.

Women. Had this been a guy in the shop he would have let him away with anything. Einstein, Newton, whatever. He would have let him say that the moon made a massively elliptical orbit of the earth and at times was further away than Mars. But he couldn't sit here and let Garrett Carmichael away with it.

'E,' he said, 'means energy. M is mass, c represents the speed of light in a vacuum.'

A passing waiter, on his way to another table carrying two plates of customised pork fillets in a clingfilm of four cheeses, caught Garrett's eye and nodded.

'He's right,' said the waiter. '2.997925 x 108 metres per second.'

Barney gave him a glance, thinking that that hadn't really helped. Garrett looked straight through him. The waiter moved on. She turned back to Barney, a little put out. There was one of the fundamental building blocks of her life laid bare. Like finding out about Santa or the tooth fairy.

'I'm still calling it the Garrett,' she said.

'Very well,' replied Barney. 'I mean, I'm not saying you can't, because it's not like there aren't examples of guys who have done that. Although, usually people who name things after themselves are like weird dictators and stuff. Pol Pot named a cooking implement after himself for example.'

She was hurt. He smiled at his own joke, but it wasn't that kind of discussion.

'Thanks,' she said.

'So what is it?' he asked casually, in order to move on.

'What d'you mean?' she asked, although she knew. She felt like the entire evening's conversation was drawing to a close, even though they still had caramelised profiteroles with a sea cow of raspberry custard to come.

'The Garrett,' said Barney. 'What is it? The thing that is neither equal nor opposite?'

'Well I'm not telling you now.'

'Come on,' he said, although he knew they were well past the point when she would be prepared to discuss anything.

She had moved on to that place where words were no longer needed. Barney shrugged, took another drink, and wondered whether the evening would ever recover.

*** 

Jacobs knocked on the door of Ruth Harrison's house. Had not been at all concerned about dealing with Igor, yet had been happy enough to see him walking on Shore Street, having left the Harrison house a few minutes earlier. She had hoped he might stay the night but things had taken an uncomfortable turn after his condolences had turned from the sympathetic to the erotic, and the new widow and the deaf mute hunchback had made love very passionately. Once the dust had settled and all the required clothing had been put back in place, the atmosphere had been a little uneasy and Igor had excused himself to go and get a nice cup of tea, ignoring the inference that Ruth was incapable of making one.

That the door opened at all was a surprise to Jacobs. He had expected that she would look to see who was waiting and then pretend to be either out or dead. And having opened the door he expected her to be intimidated and wary.

'Mr Jacobs,' she said, instead, 'come in, come in, quickly,' and she stood back to let him enter.

Jacobs walked cautiously into the house. All the lights were on, and he felt very warm in his overcoat and scarf. She closed the door behind her and stared at him, standing at the foot of the stairs.

Suddenly he realised why she wasn't as fearful as he'd been expecting. She was not alone in the house, as he had presumed she would be. The barber must still be here.

Jacobs glanced at the stairs, his mind whirring into action. That presented a whole new set of problems. He believed, wrongly, that Barney Thomson was of much greater metal than Igor. Believed, correctly, however, that there would be far more notice paid if something should happen to the new barber than if it happened to his hunchbacked sidekick. You know, if Batman ever got killed, complete uproar. But Robin? Who'd care?

'Listen,' said Ruth, indicating the landing above.

'Imagine you have protection, do you, Mrs Harrison?' he said coldly.

'What?' she asked.

Above them, footfalls padded back and forth, a few in one direction, a pause, then the same number back. Another pause, and then once more into the routine. A few steps, pause, a few steps, pause.

'What is he doing?' asked Jacobs.

He was a prosaic man. As with his employer, he liked things straightforward, everything laid out in front of him, so that problems could be seen and dealt with.

'I don't know,' said Ruth, 'that's the thing that's scaring me.'

She hesitated, staring at him as if she was looking for Jacobs to protect her, rather than being in need of protection from him.

'Before,' she continued, 'he was just going to the toilet. Now, Jesus, I don't know! It's driving me insane. God, what is he doing? He's been at it since just after Igor left.'

The sentence trailed off at the end, as the possibilities dawned on her. Jonah had been restlessly padding back and forth since Igor left. He knew! He knew what she and Igor had just done.

'Have you spoken to him?' asked Jacobs, flexing his fingers, frustrated at her curious behaviour.

'No!' she said, and she took a step back, so that she was pressed up against the front door. 'I can't do that. I don't know if he can speak anyway, you know. I haven't heard him.'

Jacobs studied her. Her face was drawn and pale, she looked far more intimidated and frightened than before.

'I thought you said Igor had left?' said Jacobs, questioning in his mind the fact that he'd seen Igor ten minutes previously.

'Igor did leave,' she protested.

'So it's the barber upstairs? He can talk, can't he?'

'What?' said Ruth, still not attuned to the fact that Jacobs had no idea what was going on.

'I'll go and have a word,' said Jacobs with much irritation.

She looked at him wide-eyed, but said nothing. More fool you, she thought, and her only concern was that something would happen to him up there and he'd never come back down. Then she would once more be left alone, at the mercy of her dead husband.

Jacobs turned and ran up the stairs. No messing, straight in for the fight, hackles raised, ready for action. He stopped at the top of the stairs, looked around. The barber must be hiding.

And then, in his two second pause, he heard it. He heard them. The slow pads of the footfalls on the carpet. He listened to them go up to the bathroom door, pause and then turn back to the door of Jonah's office. He stood there for a full minute, as the feet minced forlornly back and forth. The pragmatist in him studied the floor, wondering what was making the noise, although he did not venture forward. Hairs stood on the back of his neck.

He turned and walked slowly back down the stairs. Ruth remained where he had left her, back pressed against the door.

'What is that?' asked Jacobs. 'Some pathetic trick you've got set up to make me think there's someone else in the house?' He knew it wasn't that but he needed a rational explanation.

'It's Jonah,' she said. 'He's haunting me.'

Jacobs stared coldly at her. A large part of him wanted to deny what she had said but he knew she was telling the truth. The ugly sensation which had crawled all over his body told him so. He had been standing listening to the spirit of Jonah Harrison.

Bartholomew Ephesian wasn't going to believe any of that.

'Where's the hand, Mrs Harrison?' he asked.

She appeared surprised that he would change the subject.

'The hand?' she said.

'We need it back. It's not yours to keep.'

'Someone's stolen it,' she said, as if Jacobs ought to have known that already.

'What do you mean?'

Jacobs could feel the anger rise inside him, the anger which he always managed to channel. You had to use anger well or it worked against you. This was his strength. He had the temper and the passion but he knew how to use it.

'It's gone. I found it this morning in the freezer. Well, I didn't know Jonah kept anything like that. I panicked a bit...'

She stopped and listened as there was a temporary pause in the noise from above, and then inevitably it started again, one slow padding footstep after another.

'I hid it at the bottom of the garden. Beside the roses. After you came earlier, I took Igor and that barber out to show them. It was gone. No idea where it went.'

'Is there any way they could have got to it before you showed it to them?'

Ruth Harrison tried but she wasn't really capable of any kind of clear or concise thought.

'I suppose,' she said.

Jacobs wondered if there was any point in pressing her further. However, he had been given enough of an idea to draw the conclusion that the hand was now in the possession of one of the barber shop employees. He moved towards the door.

'Whose hand is it anyway?' asked Ruth, realising he was about to leave and not wanting him to.

'I'm leaving now,' he said. 'Could you stand away from the door, please?'

She moved slowly.

'Don't go,' she said. 'Please, you can't leave me with that.'

Jacobs turned and stared back up the stairs at the gentle, horrible pad of Jonah Harrison's footsteps, felt a shiver curse its way down his spine, and then he gave her another look of cold contempt, pulled open the door and walked out into the night.

Archimedes & The Dog

––––––––
'You sure this is wise?' asked Chardonnay Deluth.
'I know what I'm doing,' said Romeo McGhee.

She glanced at him in the way that she usually did. That looking at him like he was an idiot way that most women in relationships with men quickly perfect.

'Romeo,' she said, 'you never know what you're doing.'

'It's cool, baby,' he said, words just a little incongruous with the meely-mouthed west of Scotland accent.

'The man is going to tear you to shreds,' she said, as they opened the unlocked gate and began walking the short distance up the driveway to the big house.

Bartholomew Ephesian would have loved a huge driveway, snaking its way through trees and past lawns but there just hadn't been the ground available. Certainly not on the west side, with the view out over Bute and Arran, and if there had been space on the east side, why bother when all you had to look at was dull mainland, a large dock and a nuclear power station?

'He can't tear us to shreds,' said McGhee. 'He tears us to shreds, he doesn't get the stupid hand, does he? We have him in our power. We have total dominion over him.'

Chardonnay Deluth gave him another idiot look, then unconsciously began to hang back as they approached the front door. He was the definite salesman here. She had no idea what she was supposed to be, other than the stupid patsy who had allowed herself to be talked into coming along.

McGhee gave her a smile, acknowledging the fact that she was hanging back.

'It's cool, babe,' he said. 'Totally cool.'

*** 

Bartholomew Ephesian looked down on the bleak waters of the firth. Checked his watch and wondered how Jacobs was getting on with his list of errands. A man he could count on but still the overall responsibility was his, he was the one charged with changing the course of history. And history was what mattered.

The doorbell rang and he turned quickly and suspiciously away from the view. No one ever came to his house in the evening. The night before his destiny, this would be no coincidence and he suddenly wondered if this might be Ping Phat himself.

He rested the whisky glass on the desktop and walked through the house. Visitors were rare and when they came they would be greeted by Jacobs. This was the first time in over three years that Ephesian would actually be answering his own door.

He stopped at the door, breathed deeply, cracked his fingers, settled the nerves and opened up.

He stared at the necks of his visitors. Recognised the man as the son of one of their former members; did not know the woman.

'What?' he asked brusquely.

'We need to talk,' said Romeo McGhee, and presumptuously made a forward move.

Ephesian made a movement to cover more of the doorway, nervousness having been replaced by scorn. McGhee stopped just short of touching him. Ephesian hated people touching him.

'I doubt it,' said Ephesian. 'I'm a busy man, Mr McGhee.'

'Not too busy to see me,' said McGhee.

'On the contrary,' retorted Ephesian, and he took a step back and began to close the door, his annoyance far outweighing any vague curiosity. McGhee automatically stuck his foot forward, crossing the boundary into the house.

Ephesian's head twitched.

'I'm going to count to five, Mr McGhee,' he growled, 'and then I'm calling the police.'

Another twitch, an intake of breath as he controlled his temper.

'One...,' he began.

'I have the hand,' said McGhee quickly, cutting off the drama of the count. 'Jonah Harrison's frozen hand.'

Ephesian was, sure enough, stopped dead in his boots. He eased the door away from McGhee's foot.

'Now I'm beginning to understand why you pitched up at my place the day after my old man croaked.'

Ephesian stared hard at McGhee's chin, let his eyes move on to Chardonnay Deluth and the smirk on her lips. Always funny, she was thinking, to see an over-stuffed balloon like Ephesian get put to the sword. Maybe McGhee wasn't so stupid after all.

'What is it you want?' asked Ephesian.

McGhee hesitated, enjoying the moment. For all the bluster he'd been showing his girlfriend, he'd been walking up the hill to Ephesian's house full of anxiety and completely lacking in confidence. Had surprised himself by being able to balls it out. But now the anxiety had disappeared in smoke and his self-confidence had arrived with an $89billion Senate-approved budget. Time to stop and smell the roses.

Ephesian recognised what he was doing, was happy for McGhee to be so full of himself. Gave him time to think, knew that McGhee's guard would drop as his self-assurance increased.

'First of all,' said McGhee, 'I would appreciate it if you would invite myself and my good lady here into your house and have your man attend to us. I think a single malt would suit me just fine. Chardonnay, what can the man get you?'

Ephesian turned his eyes on her, the gaze staring right through the centre of her face. Mind turning, already formulating how he would deal with them.

'I'm not sure,' said Chardonnay, warming with every second to her boyfriend.

For Ephesian, however, nothing had really changed. Two minutes earlier he'd been in a position of needing to extract the package from Ruth Harrison. Now he was needing to extract it from Romeo McGhee.

'Come in,' said Ephesian, looking directly at Chardonnay Deluth's nose, 'and we'll see what we can do for you.'

*** 

Igor sat on a green bench across the lawn from George Street, looking out at the dark sea. Coat wrapped tightly around himself, but still feeling the cold. Needed to be inside but didn't yet want to go back to the small room that had been his home for five years. Old and worn green carpet, wallpaper of a rich maroon, faded to an unattractive brown, battered lampshades, a frayed rug, and a small television in the corner, which was perfect for watching It's A Wonderful Life and Mrs Miniver, but hopeless for Independence Day and The Return of the King.

There was something in the air, something more than the smell of the sea and the wind which worked its way through the islands from the Atlantic. The town was about to change in some strange way which he could not foresee. But suddenly things seemed to be happening, in a place where months and years could go by with barely any incident of note.

Maybe it was time to leave, something he had thought before, even in less troubled times. But for him, it hardly seemed an option. He was accepted here, the people were used to him, he had his job, however mundane. To go someplace else, would be to walk into a new town and start all over again, people staring and muttering and judging and talking about him, not behind his back but right there in front of him. The way that the people of this town had not done for a long time. He at least appreciated that, no matter how low the regard in which he was held by many of the townsfolk.

'You look lonely.'

He didn't turn immediately. Recognised the voice. Gently Ferguson, barwoman at the Kendall.

He finally looked at her and shrugged in his uncomfortable way.

'Arf,' he said. It's all relative, he thought. A person sitting on their own looking out at the sea need not be lonely; he had never once in his life been in a large crowd of people and not been lonely. Maybe I exude loneliness.

'I hear you,' said Gently Ferguson. 'I can stand in the bar every night and feel that I'm the loneliest person on the planet.'

Igor turned towards her. Felt aware of his hump. She looked out to sea, felt his eyes on her, although it was different to all those evenings in the bar when she was aware of the eyes of men.

'Sometimes I think it's impossible to be lonely when you're surrounded by nature,' she said. 'You don't need people to feel part of...,' and she hesitated, then indicated the sea and the rocks and the islands in the bay and said, 'this.'

Igor followed her gaze back out to the water, felt her shiver next to him.

'It's cold,' she said.

'Arf,' said Igor.

'I know,' she replied, 'I need to get inside.'

Igor didn't want her to go yet. When she goes, he thought, I'll be lonely, where I wasn't two minutes ago. Such is the way of the poet.

'You shouldn't sit out in this,' she said, and then, still without looking at him asked, 'would you like to come back for a cup of tea?'

Igor stared at the pale profile in the chill night air.

'Arf,' he said.

She smiled, turned and embraced him with a look.

'Lovely,' she said. 'Let's go.'

Æs Triplex

––––––––
Jacobs turned the key in the lock, opened the large wooden door and stepped into the small cathedral porch, closing the door behind him. Paused for a second, enjoying the still darkness. Checked his watch. Wasn't sure what Roosevelt would be doing but no need to trouble him with this. It wasn't as if Ephesian didn't possess a key to every lock on the island.
He opened the inner door and walked through to the nave. He let his eyes become adjusted to the dark, enjoying the stillness. Took a few steps into the nave, his footsteps sounding clear and sharp, unlike the dull pads of the ghost of Jonah Harrison. Then the thought of the ghost had him looking over his shoulder into dark corners, before the pragmatist in him was able to dismiss it.

He was about to collect the greatest, most sought-after artefact of the last two thousand years. This was no time to be afraid of the likes of Jonah Harrison, even if Fatman was dead.

He stopped at the font, which stood in the bottom corner, opposite the door. The instructions had come from Lawton, the one who had finally been able to crack the code. That it had been Lawton who had achieved the momentous breakthrough was of the utmost regret to Ephesian and Jacobs but at least he had proved to be as pliable as Ephesian had required him to be.

They had concentrated so much of their searching on the more elaborately decorated chancel, rather than the naïve and simplistic nave. It had seemed obvious since the search had begun in 1976 that this was where the object of glory would have been hidden. The chancel with its beautifully enriched walls of encaustic tiles, the wonderfully painted and raftered ceiling, the Bishop's Chair, the beautiful stone screen separating it from the nave.

Or if the original members of the Prieure had been intent on the chancel as cover, distracting from the more obscure hiding place, surely they would have chosen the small ante-chapel, with the organ and the small stained glass windows. I am Gabriel, that stand in the presence of God. Or the original Chapter House, now the Lady Chapel, tucked away at the back.

Even when they had allowed themselves to search the nave, somehow the font had seemed too obvious and had not drawn them in. The three-part painting in the middle of the nave, the worship of the lamb, that had interested them. As had the painting above the pulpit, a dying Christ on the ground below the cross, supported by two chubby little cupids, the desperate Mary imploring the Lord at his side. They seemed to hold some clues, as the font never did. The font, beautifully carved and craving attention, seemed to deny secrecy.

Not that it had never been subjected to investigation but when it had, it had not yielded any answers.

Jacobs shivered again, glanced once more over his shoulder. He had been in the cathedral many times, he had searched for the answer possibly more than any of the twelve. Yet had his examinations of the font ever been more than rudimentary?

He shook the shiver away. Back in the real world, back to doing what had to be done. It was Lawton who had discovered the answer, it was Lawton and Ephesian who had come to the cathedral to establish that he was right and to, at last, uncover the Holy Grail itself. They had left it in the cathedral, however, intent on collecting it on the evening of the ceremony. The presence of the two Italians had forced Jacobs down here to collect the Grail earlier than anticipated.

He ran his hands over the body of the font. Eight sided, on every second side a carving of one of the apostles. St Luke, the bull; St Mark, the lion; St John, the eagle; St Matthew, the man. Many who had looked at it had thought it peculiar and many were those who had pressed and prodded and shoved and tinkered. The carvings had seemed solid, however, none had really believed that this would be the way in.

Jacobs was aware of the sound of his breathing in the cold stillness. He took the torch from his pocket and looked over the carvings.

The clue had been in an innocent section of Virginibus Puerisque, by a former Grand Master of the Prieure de Millport, Robert Louis Stevenson. Æs Triplex. Triple brass, a strong defence. No clues within the text, just the nature of the piece and the title and the well known association between the author and the society. When it had occurred to Lawton it had been instinctive and had easily fallen into place.

Doing as instructed, Jacobs placed the torch in his mouth, shone the light on the font, reached round the sides and pressed the wings of John and Mark, and with his knee, pushed at the wings of Luke. In the still darkness he heard the small click in the inner workings of the font. His heart quickened.

He walked round to the other side, to the carving of St Matthew, a man amongst three beasts. Even now it still wasn't evident, but Lawton and Ephesian had worked it out eventually so Jacobs knew what to do. He pressed down on St Matthew's head and then, with a sudden small jerk and a grinding of stone, the carving moved out of the body of the font, revealing the hidden drawer.

Jacobs, throat dry, hands shaking, shone the torch into the little niche which had opened up before him.

It was empty.

He stuck his hand in, felt around the tiny space.

'Shit,' he muttered. 'Shit!' Nothing.

The lights came on behind him.

Jacobs turned, the shock of the interruption showing, heart beating wildly. An instant, however, and he had himself under control. Closed the drawer and walked forward.

'Father Roosevelt, I looked for you,' he said calmly.

'How did you get in here, Mr Jacobs?' asked Roosevelt.

'I had something to collect for Mr Ephesian,' answered Jacobs, ignoring the question.

'You won't find it,' said Roosevelt calmly.

'Why not?' asked Jacobs, not bothering with any pretence as to why he might have been there. Roosevelt was part of the brotherhood; he knew what was required from this place.

'Because it has already been removed,' said Roosevelt.

'What do you mean?' demanded Jacobs. 'By whom?'

'Mr Lawton,' said Roosevelt. 'He came about an hour ago and informed me that he had to collect the article for Mr Ephesian. In light of that, perhaps you would like to explain your actions.'

'Let's get this straight,' said Jacobs, with no intention of explaining anything. 'Lawton came here, he told you that Mr Ephesian had sent him, he removed the artefact and left?'

'Mr Jacobs, I'm not sure I appreciate your manner.'

'Did you see him take it from the font? Did you see him?'

Roosevelt hesitated but he was intimidated by Jacobs, as were most people on the island.

'He allowed me to open the hidden drawer,' said Roosevelt. 'I held the Grail of Christ in my hands, I touched the very cup that held the wine and the blood of Jesus, I felt the...'

'Whatever,' said Jacobs. 'But you gave this to Lawton and he left saying he was going to give it to Mr Ephesian? That's it?'

'Yes,' said Roosevelt. 'That's it.'

Jacobs looked at his watch. It could be that Lawton had taken the chalice round to Ephesian's house but he knew he wouldn't have. Ephesian, as Grand Master of the Brotherhood, had given Lawton a direct order not to remove the Grail from the cathedral.

Jacobs had been sent out to collect two items and he would be returning with neither. Ephesian would be unhappy but he needed to speak to him before making a move on Lawton. He must return, give Ephesian the facts, and take further instruction.

He pushed past Roosevelt and walked quickly from the cathedral.

Archie Gemmill

––––––––
The Holy Grail. The cup used by Christ at the Last Supper, the same cup in which Joseph of Arimathea caught Christ's blood. Taken by Joseph to France and then to England. The object of the great quests by King Arthur's knights. Or perhaps the Grail is something more intangible, a more ethereal concept. There are those who say the Grail is the bloodline of Christ himself, that it was not just the goblet that was taken by Joseph to France, but the very family of Christ. His wife, Mary Magdelene, and who knows how many offspring? This theory has Jesus not as the son of God but as the descendant of the kings of Israel, with the secret protected by knights and societies through the ages, waiting to explode the myth of Christ's divinity and to restore his descendants onto the throne of, well, who knows exactly? Maybe Israel, maybe a united Europe, maybe any old dodgy African republic they can get hold of.
The Grail, by these standards, is not a single item but a mass of documentation and artefacts and people. And yet, for all the museum of articles that make up the existence of the Grail, there is still at the heart of it, the small wooden cup. As seen in Indiana Jones & the Last Crusade.

And, whatever the truth of the nature of the Grail, the small wooden cup at its centre was exactly what had been hidden for one hundred and fifty years in the small compartment in the Cathedral of the Isles in Millport. It had been moved and then placed in the middle of the heavy mahogany table in Augustus Lawton's dining room. However the cup was no longer there; it had been stolen from Lawton, shortly after he himself had taken it from the Cathedral of the Isles.

Lawton had devoted years to the search and when, just a week earlier, he had made the breakthrough, it had been the defining moment of his life. A sense of duty had foolishly made him report his triumph to Ephesian, something which he'd quickly regretted. He had wrestled for a few days with the instruction not to remove the Grail but finally he had found the desire too great, the need to bring his life's work to fruition too pressing and he had visited the cathedral and taken the Grail back to his home.

Which was where he now remained, even though the Grail itself had been removed. He had not relinquished it lightly but eventually the blows which had rained down on his head had overcome him. He had collapsed, and his attacker had lain down the implement, a large brass sculpture of Archie Gemmill's goal against Holland in the 1978 World Cup Finals.

So, as Lawton lay unconscious, blood caked to the side of his head and pooled on the parquet flooring, the Grail was gone.

*** 

Barney Thomson closed the door of the shop, turned the key, crossed the road to the shore side of the street and began walking along beside the white sea wall, face turned towards the breeze and the salty smell of the waves.

His night might have been considered a disappointment but he hadn't known what he was looking for. To end up in Garrett Carmichael's bed? Not at all; that was for others on the island, not him. Interesting conversation and a nice bit of food? That, generally, is the best you can expect from any dinner. The conversation had been curious and had muddled almost to a standstill after the Einstein incident; the food had been adequate. Barney had slid into some strange non-specific gloom and had lost interest. Consumed by thoughts of his impending mid-life depression, he'd suddenly found himself in need of time alone, to contemplate the great beyond.

So, as the evening had progressed towards dessert and coffee, he had felt the desire to talk gradually constrict within him, until his humour and sociability had disappeared into an angry and tight little ball at the centre of his stomach. Had been barely able to mutter a goodbye as Carmichael had left, saying that she needed to release her mum from the kids.

I'll probably need to apologise for being a miserable bastard, thought Barney, as a wave crashed against the wall beneath him, catching his face with the spray. He had stayed in the restaurant for more than an hour after she'd gone, drinking a further three cups of coffee and eating an execution of kiwi fruit on an echelon of baked Alaska. After that he had answered the pull of the barbershop, to do nothing more than open up and inspect the premises, turn out the lights, sit in one of the chairs and stare morosely out of the window.

Now he was walking forlornly along the front, heading back to his house for the night, wondering for how long this was going to be his life.

He took a last look at the sea, arrived at the door, checked his watch – still an hour before Mrs Donaldson's curfew – and walked in. Listened to the stillness for a second, then removed his shoes and coat and walked through to the kitchen. Didn't want anything else to eat, just thought he ought to report in to the camp commandant before retiring.

There was a man in the kitchen making himself a savoury snack. Caviar and cream cheese on Jacob's Cream Crackers. He looked up as Barney padded silently into the room in his socks. Rusty Brown, on whom Barney had bestowed the magnificent Kobe Bryant the day before.

'Barney,' said the old fella.

'Mr Brown,' said Barney. Didn't feel like talking.

'The lady of the house is just getting changed,' said Brown. 'One of the kids puked on her.'

Barney looked at the old man for a second, then started to turn.

'Look at this,' said Brown.

Barney turned back, the mother of all fuck-off expressions on his face. Brown ignored it.

'What colour would you say this was?' he asked, holding up the small 100g jar of caviar.

Barney stared at the jar.

'Black,' he said. 'It's caviar, it's black.'

'Come here,' said Brown, and he rose from the table and walked over to one of the work surfaces, which had a light attached to the kitchen unit above. 'Take a closer look.'

Barney ground his teeth. There's something about company that makes you realise that when you're so depressed your guts feel black and wasted, that it's not just that you're miserable; you're pissed off and miserable.

'Look at it,' said Brown. 'Come on.'

Barney stared into the jar. The caviar wasn't black. For no reason that he could establish he felt a wash of light.

'It's beautiful, don't you think?' said Brown.

Barney nodded. Brown was right. The caviar was a rich, dark, delicious purple. Black from a distance but on closer inspection it had so much more colour and warmth.

'Isn't that just the most wonderful metaphor for so many things in life?' said Brown, smiling, looking at Barney's face.

Barney just stared at the deep purple, strangely captivated.

'Don't you leave that jar open any longer, Rusty Brown, or the place'll be stinking of fish! That's the last thing we need!'

Neither man turned. Brown looked at Barney. A little smile came to his lips and he winked, for all the world like he was Burt Lancaster.

'Good night, Mr Brown,' said Barney. Rusty Brown smiled.

Barney looked at Miranda Donaldson as he walked past. She glowered in return. Neither said anything, until he was out of the room and walking through the hall to the stairs.

'Newton was an arsehole,' she muttered at his back.

He stopped. He didn't turn. He decided to ignore all the replies that automatically came to mind, then he started walking, the weight of the world on his shoulders, up the stairs.

Two Dumb Animals

––––––––
Tony Angelotti smirked stupidly at Police Constable Gainsborough, who had taken his seat once more behind his desk and was contemplating a pot of Harrods No.372 Late in The Evening & Pissed Off Blend. The call had come through from a higher power to release the Italian, as most everyone who hadn't been stupid had known it would. The higher power who'd actually made the call had been part of the Strathclyde Constabulary, taking instructions from descending echelons of higher higher powers.
'You can leave now,' said Gainsborough.

The smile broadened. Tony slowly lifted his closed right fist and then raised the middle finger with deliberate panache. Or what he thought was panache, but clearly wasn't.

'Fuck you.'

There are moments as a police officer, although not too many in Millport, when you want to take a tight hold of your truncheon and bludgeon some muppet to a bloody pulp. Usually when these moments occur, you take a tight hold of your truncheon and you bludgeon the muppet to a bloody pulp. Sometimes, however, your hands are tied.

'You're free to go,' said Gainsborough coldly.

'I know,' said Tony. The smug smile began to take over his entire face, like some conceited and self-righteous cancerous growth. Gainsborough couldn't take it any more, turned away and walked into the small kitchen off the back of the outer office to put the kettle on.

Tony laughed, opened the door and stepped out into the sea breeze cold of late evening. Closed the door and stood looking at the small scene before him. Tiny, rocky bay, playing field beyond, street lights in an arc for two hundred yards or so to his right, running alongside the row of houses that included Miranda Donaldson and Randolph Grey and the Millerston Hotel; to his left, the sea stretching out to the dark islands across the firth. He pulled his jacket closer to him, felt the wind on his face. He breathed deeply and there was something in the smell of the cold air that reminded him of the smell of the warm Mediterranean of his childhood.

'What the fuck am I supposed to do now?' he muttered.

He was a little over a hundred and fifty yards away from his hotel but what with him being a single cell stupid shit, he just didn't know whether to turn left or right. Briefly considered walking back into the police station and asking for directions but the manner of his departure precluded that as an option.

He turned at approaching footsteps and tensed, wondering if this would be another stupid attack by way of the stupid policeman. It's what he would have done himself, after all.

'Hey,' said the new guy, 'you must be like, the Italian, yeah?'

Tony attempted to broaden his shoulders even more.

'So what?' he replied belligerently. 'What does that make you?'

'You're Tony, right?' said the guy, smiling. 'That is so cool.'

'Why?' said Tony, thinking that yes it was cool that he was Tony, but who was this presumptuous little shit to say it?

'Because, Dude-o,' said the guy, 'that's my name too. Totally cool. People call me 2Tone,' he added, and held out his hand.

Tony regarded his hand with the same disgust as the nickname and folded his arms. 2Tone was oblivious to the body language and turned his unanswered extended hand into some sort of gesture of solidarity.

'Cool,' he said.

'What is?' asked Tony.

'I like spoke to some other Italian guy, you know? A friend of yours, asked me to like, give you a message.'

Tony regarded 2Tone with suspicion.

'What friend?'

'Didn't, like, give me his name or anything. The guy seemed a little wired, kinda creeped me out a little, you know. But he gave me a couple thousand to pass something on and another couple of thousand in it for me if I keep my mouth shut. Just like, grabbed me in the street, you know. So, here I am, Dude.'

Tony was trying to work everything out. Of course, there was no way he had the intelligence to work anything out, never mind everything. In fact, when he finally thought to say, 'So, what is it you've to tell me?' it was a small moment of triumph.

2Tone nodded. This was his moment to pass on the two thousand pound message.

'All right. He says he's checked out of the hotel. He said you'd know what he meant by that.'

After grabbing 2Tone off the street, and with no knowledge of the fact that he was dealing with the son of his principal adversary, Luigi had realised that the conversation which would unfold with his Tony was going to be between two idiots. However, having already dragged 2Tone into it, he hadn't wanted to ditch him and explain the story to someone else.

'That means he's moved to another hotel?' said Tony.

'That's the thing,' said 2Tone. 'He's not gone to another hotel, he's incommunicado, you know, underground. He's like a fox.'

'Why?' asked Tony.

'He thinks you'll get, like followed when you leave here. Like, there'll be some dude following you and all. He's worried they'll lead you to him. Then he wouldn't be a fox, he'd be, you know, like a rabbit or some stupid waiting-to-get-eaten animal like that.'

Tony shook his head and stared at the damp road. What kind of idiot did Luigi think he was? And what if he had been followed? What were these pointless islanders going to do about it?

'So won't you be followed the minute you leave here?' said Tony, giving 2Tone the look that he usually received from Luigi.

'Like, it doesn't matter, Dude,' said 2Tone, smiling stupidly. 'Firstly, he's like totally going to pay me to keep my mouth shut. And secondly, it completely doesn't matter, 'cause I like can't tell anyone anything anyway. And I'm not going to see him again.'

'So how the fuck is he going to pay you?'

2Tone still smiled. He wasn't entirely sure about that but it felt like an effort to think about it, so he wasn't about to. He also still had some of the message to deliver, so he needed to focus.

'He also said you should like keep checking out the cathedral.'

'And what the fuck's he going to be doing?'

2Tone did a kind of rapper thing with his hands.

'Don'no, Dude,' he said. 'I'm just a guy, I don't know shit.'

Tony nodded at that one. It wasn't often he got to feel intellectually superior when in conversation with even the most marginally sentient of lifeforms.

'Anything else?' he asked.

2Tone nodded sagely, using a thoughtful face.

'Think we're done, Dude,' he said.

'Good,' said Tony. 'I can go back to the hotel. You can go back to being an idiot.'

'Like, yeah, total, man. Oh yeah, wait a minute,' said 2Tone, shaking his head, 'there is something else. I'm such a dork.'

He fished around in his pockets and dug out a small piece of paper. Tony took it roughly from him and read it quickly. He squinted, he looked up at 2Tone, he thought to inquire what the hell it was supposed to mean and then decided that there was little point in asking. He turned to go before remembering that he didn't actually know which way that was supposed to be.

'Which way to the George?' he asked, expecting 2Tone to be too stupid even for that.

'Like it's totally that way,' he replied, pointing him to his left.

Tony looked along the road and wandered off without any further inane discussion. 2Tone watched him go then stood contemplating what he was going to do with the next few minutes of his life, not being one for long term plans.

He noticed a movement in the police office and looked in. Gainsborough was watching him. 2Tone waved. Gainsborough nodded and then lifted the phone to Bartholomew Ephesian.

And Who Shall Be Able To Stand?

––––––––
Jacobs returned to the house at a little after eleven o'clock. His evening had, for the most part, been completely unsuccessful. No Grail, no hand. He had already spoken to Ephesian on the phone, before completing his final errand of the day, so he knew that McGhee and Deluth had the hand and he knew what they wanted; and he had also passed on the news of Lawton's theft of the Grail, which he had then immediately regretted. Ephesian had difficulty handling situations that seemed to be spiralling out of his control. Jacobs did not yet think that that was what was happening here but equally it wasn't going smoothly. And he knew that his definition of out of control wasn't going to be the same as Ephesian's.
He stood in the large hall, listening. He had first gone to his own quarters to remove his coat and scarf and now had come through the short corridor which connected his spacious apartments to the house.

Sometimes his employer would be in bed by this hour but not tonight. Still too many things to discuss, the list growing rather than diminishing. He walked through to the dining room, with the small office off to the right, wondering if Ephesian would be standing in the dark, staring down on the dark grey of the firth, small tumbler of single malt in his left hand. Surrounded by quiet and darkness and solitude, the way he spent so many of his late evenings.

The two rooms were empty and Jacobs got his first feelings of unease. He went to the window and stood, as Ephesian usually did, looking down at the water. Did not see the same things that Ephesian saw. Then he turned and walked through to the study across the hall.

The room was illuminated by a small desk lamp but Ephesian was not in the large comfy chair by the window, which was where he always sat when he chose to take his sanctuary in here. Jacobs walked over to the book shelf which contained the complete works of Robert Louis Stevenson, pulled gently on the small hardback second edition of Virginibus Puerisque, then stepped forward through the doorway as it opened up before him.

He walked carefully down the stairs because he had not, after all, been a young man for some decades now and his eyesight was verging on the dysfunctional. Bottom of the stairs and the cellar room was in complete darkness. He flicked one in the row of six light switches and stood looking into the dim corners of the room. There was no one there; none of the thirteen chairs around the table occupied. He must have been wrong, he thought. Ephesian must have gone upstairs, perhaps for the first time in his life, dealing with stress by going to bed and trying to sleep on it.

As he was about to flick the light off, he heard the most meagre of sounds. He stopped, held his breath. This was a dark creepy room in the bowels of one hundred and fifty year old foundations, but it had never before spooked him in any way. However, today was the day he had for the first time in his life encountered a spirit of some sort, even if it was one who was stuck for eternity trying to get to the toilet, and his heart skipped; he felt his skin tighten. Yet he did not throw any of the other light switches. Swallowed, deep breath, banished the feelings of unease and stepped forward. He bent down and looked under the table.

When he saw what was there the feeling of unease vanished completely, to be replaced by instant determination. Another problem to be sorted out, another glitch to be added to the list and dealt with as summarily as possible.

It had been a long time since he had seen his employer in this state. Thirty years maybe, although there had been occasions in all that time when he had wondered if it had happened and he had just not been there to witness it.

When the stress became too much for him and Ephesian's brain could not cope with it, his only retreat was to fold his body and his mind up into a small black ball, to make himself as insignificant as possible, to lock himself up in darkness and silence, surrounded by nothing, to reduce sensory input to virtually nil.

And so Jacobs was kneeling down, looking under the table, where Ephesian was lying curled foetally up as small as he could make himself, his head resting on the cold stone floor at an awkward angle.

'Mr Ephesian,' said Jacobs.

No response. Jacobs breathed steadily and checked his watch, knowing that this was something which would take a while.

'Mr Ephesian,' he said again. 'We need to talk. I believe I have solutions to most of our difficulties,' he added as an enormous lie, yet with the kind of assurance which he knew would be required for the next two or three hours, in order to coax Ephesian out from his protected world.

Craterous Skin

––––––––
Barney lay in his bedroom, contemplating some of the great matters. Why is it, he was thinking, as he stared at the orange light cast from outside, that woman are so adept at spotting cellulite in other women? A man can look at a woman in a bikini for months and not notice if she has cellulite. He'll notice what her breasts are like for the first few weeks, then he'll move on to noticing the bum, legs and stomach. But if you were to quiz him on whether or not she had cellulite he wouldn't have a clue. He probably wouldn't even be able to tell if he was asked to establish it as a specific task. Women, on the other hand, seem to be genetically trained to notice cellulite within the first quarter second of visual contact, and everything else later. They have a specific part in their eyeball, missing from men, which sees only cellulite on thighs. This means that when they see some fantastically attractive woman on a beach or by a pool, it doesn't matter if she's slim and gorgeous with long legs and amazing breasts. If she's got cellulite, the other woman thinks, 'okay, we're level.' For men though, it's relegated to somewhere in the far far distance behind breasts and an ability to keep the fridge adequately stocked with the right kind of beer.
He shuffled over in bed, lay on his left side and stared out of the window. Eyes wide open when he should have been asleep. Having been Bill Murray in Ghostbusters, he'd now progressed to being Bill Murray in Lost In Translation. And wasn't his entire life, he pondered, an extended version of Groundhog Day? From one barbershop to the next, one series of murders after another.

'I'm Bill flippin' Murray,' he muttered into the orange darkness. 'How sad is that?'

And he wondered if he could go down and make himself a cup of tea and whether it was worth invoking the wrath of Miranda Donaldson, for although there hadn't been a specific Thou Shalt Not Make Cups Of Tea In The Dead Of Night commandment, he wouldn't be surprised to find her standing erect in the kitchen clutching a rolling pin and ready to blatt him soundly over the head.

He lay like that for a few minutes and then turned onto his back once more.

'Johnny Depp,' he said to the empty sky. 'Why couldn't I have been Johnny Depp?'

*** 

Normally the cathedral door would be locked at this time of night. It certainly had been earlier, when Jacobs had had to use Ephesian's spare keys to gain entry. However Father Roosevelt had realised that on a night such as this, the penultimate day before the world changed forever, the Cathedral of the Isles was likely to be in demand. There were only a few people in the world who realised the significance of this place – although the number would be astronomically high by Thursday morning – but the number was enough, all the same, for there to be a potential stream of visitors. And so Roosevelt had decided to leave the door open for the night to allow anyone who thought there might still be something to find here, entry to the nave. That the thing for which they all searched had already been removed, was known only to him, Lawton, Ephesian and Jacobs. And, of course, to the man who had bludgeoned Lawton to unconsciousness using Archie Gemmill.

There was a window high up on the wall of the chancel, behind which was a small room, part of the college buildings, formerly the infirmary in the Canon's house. Here it was that Andrew Roosevelt had set himself up for the night, perched on an uncomfortable wooden seat, accompanied by two flasks of coffee and a packet of Jaffa cakes, to spy from behind a thin curtain on whoever might come to visit.

For years he had watched tourists and worshipers at the cathedral, wondering whether they were there simply to marvel at the intricacies of the interior or whether they knew more than they appeared to. That while they gazed with the interest of a tourist, that in truth they searched for the clue which might lead them to the Grail. Tonight, however, he could at last relax and watch with curiosity rather than anxiety.

Slowly and silently he unscrewed the lid of the first flask and poured some more coffee into the small white mug – the one he'd received a few years previously from a Maryhill rabbi, the words Have A Kosher Christmas! written in pink around the rim – and then he leaned forward and peered round the edge of the curtain.

Tony Angelotti had been in the cathedral for just under half an hour. He still had the strange feeling of some level of intelligence about him after his earlier discussion with an even bigger idiot than himself, but it was beginning to wear off as he minced around the nave and chancel.

He stopped just below the pulpit and looked up at the scene of the stricken Christ, post-crucifixion and in need of Nurofen Extra Strength Nails in The Hands. He stared for a few seconds, then turned round and looked at the rest of the small space, then he held his hands out before him, shaking his head, in a how the fuck am I supposed to work this shit out gesture.

Roosevelt smiled. He had spent the previous half hour wanting to toy with the man, calling out hot or cold depending on how close he'd come to the font. It had reminded him of the time a few years earlier when one seemingly innocuous and very corpulent American tourist had started intimately studying the carvings of the gospel saints. Growing worried, Roosevelt had then called out to the man from his hiding place, warning him off.

The man had then turned and begun a conversation with the empty cathedral, thinking that he had been talking to God Himself, a part Roosevelt had rather enjoyed playing. Telling the man he had to lose three hundred pounds by that Christmas or he was going to have a heart attack and die had probably been a little unnecessary and self indulgent, but Roosevelt liked to think that he had saved his life.

This time, what with the general seriousness and enormity of the occasion, Roosevelt chose to say nothing, but sipped silently on his coffee and munched on his fourth Jaffa cake of the evening.

'Fucking piss,' said Tony shaking his head. 'Fucking Scotland.'

*** 

Luigi had blended seamlessly into Millport life, part of the furniture. He had needed somewhere to hide out for a few hours, to spend the night undercover, before he would emerge the following day, find Tony, which would be like finding a cockroach in Thailand, and then go about his business of finishing off the matter which had brought them to this Godforsaken island in the first place.

'You'll be having another glass of wine before you go to bed,' said the old woman, more as a statement of fact than a question.

'Thank you, Nella,' said Luigi. 'You are a kind and beautiful woman.'

The old woman shook her head at the compliment but she was smiling all the same. Her friend looked up from her knitting and tutted silently but she was still feeling good from the fact that Luigi had told her how graceful and elegant she was just a few minutes earlier, so she parked the petty jealousy to one side and smiled at Luigi as he glanced round at her.

'I am a lucky man tonight,' he schmoozed. 'And to think I could have been stuck in Rome.'

*** 

Igor lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. Two women in one day. How often did that happen to him, he wondered, at around the same time that Barney was considering his personal transmogrification into Bill Murray. Well, actually this was the third time this year, but hey, that's not so many compared to some other deaf mute hunchbacks.

Gently Ferguson snuggled her chin closer into the soft fat of Igor's upper arm and sleepily caressed the hairs on his chest.

'Thank you,' she said drowsily, 'I needed that.'

Igor looked down at her and kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled of apple shampoo and he breathed in the smell of it for a few seconds before resting back on the pillow and looking up once more at the ceiling.

'Arf,' he said softly, and she burrowed her face even further into the cushion of his arm.

*** 

Augustus Lawton still lay in the pool of his own blood, the merest breath of life about him, destined to lie in a vegetative state for some years to come. Sometimes the penalties of greed can be harsh, and sometimes you don't get the chance to learn your lesson.

*** 

The other woman whose company Igor had had the pleasure of that day, was still sitting on her kitchen floor, back pressed against a cabinet full of cleaning fluids, eyes permanently pointed upwards, as if she could see the noise upstairs through the floors and the walls.

Ruth Harrison was terrified.

The Monstrous Mind Of The Psephalopod

––––––––
It all becomes too much. You break down, fall to pieces, return to a collection of millions of individual cells, almost as though they are completely unrelated to one another. All sensory perception closes down, it's as if you are no longer a sentient being. You barely exist on any level, the world is drawn into you so that there is nothing else, nothing outside the confines of the tiny space into which you have withdrawn. You try to bring your body into the space, and although it doesn't have a chance of fitting, you draw it in as tightly as you can. Everything is minimised, as if someone is shooting at you and you are reducing the target to the least possible area. There are no guns aiming at you, no bullets coming your way, but it feels like there are. You need to be in control and the only thing of which you are certain is that you're not. When you realise that you have control over nothing, that events and people and situations are dictating your life and not the other way round, the only thing you can do is withdraw as far as possible, retreat to the place where nothing and no one dictates to you. And if that place is so small, it is a dark, untouchable point in the pit of your guts, your body wrapped tightly around it and all mental functions shut off, then that is where you go.
However, there's always an out, there's always a recovery. Strength of character. You don't retreat to that place to give up. You retreat to convalesce. You break down, let all the molecules disperse, and then gradually they come back together. You're at the bottom of the dark ocean, then suddenly you're shooting up through the depths towards the light. But there are no bends to be had, you never come up too fast. You have retreated to where you are in control, so no one can drag you from the place before you want to leave. And then, when you return, you are ready. Ready to acknowledge what you control and ready to address those things which still lie outwith your power. Maybe the reaction looks odd, maybe to others you are peculiar and unbalanced, but it serves you well. It's one of the things which makes you a stronger person than so many of those who would mark you down as unbalanced.

Ephesian took another sip of sparkling water. 2:35am. No time for alcohol this. There was too much to be sorted out. He had retreated, he had regrouped. Jacobs didn't understand, not really, despite having had a life of dealing with his employer. When you hide away in the tiniest, darkest place you can find, you don't do it to seek reassurance from others. The hours Jacobs had spent believing he'd been talking Ephesian out from his hiding place had been completely ineffective. Jacobs could have been saying anything. His words had been meaningless, Ephesian had heard none of them. Destruction and recovery had come from within, as had always been the case.

'We'll need to use the money in the morning,' said Ephesian. 'Lawton is a spineless toad, McGhee just as unimaginative. He holds what he does and all the ignorant little runt can think to demand is money.'

'He doesn't know what he holds,' said Jacobs.

Ephesian grunted.

'It wouldn't make any difference. An idiot holding the riches of the world is still an idiot.'

'But Lawton knows the power of what he has,' said Jacobs. 'He might well not be so easily dealt with.'

Ephesian nodded, took another sip.

'Yet he is as shallow. That's why we need the money. Of promises he may well be mistrustful, but a suitcase full of money, enough money to take him anywhere he wants to go, he will not be so foolish as to turn his back on that.'

Jacobs did not reply. He stood with his hands behind his back, following Ephesian's gaze out to the west and the dark night. Ephesian belched softly, the back of his hand at his mouth.

'I can speak to Anthony in the morning,' Ephesian continued. 'It may well be that with him also, all I will have to do is to show him some money. I will certainly dispense with the initiation. He need know nothing about what he is participating in.'

'And the matter of his dealings with the Italians?' said Jacobs.

Ephesian did not reply. He did not think that his son would be openly working against him. He would have been used as some kind of unwitting pawn. However, it meant little, and he was confident that the Italians would know nothing of the nature of the ceremony which would take place that evening at midnight. The secret that had been guarded all these centuries remained just that. The Catholic Church were here to stick their noses into the situation because they knew they would not like what came out of it. However, even they did not have any conception of the magnitude of what was going to happen. And so, as part of his controlling process, Ephesian was convinced that the Italians just needed to be watched for the time being. Or, at least, the one at the hotel could be watched; the other, now acting discreetly, needed to be found.

'We just have to give Ping Phat his head,' said Ephesian, after a short gap. 'He cannot usurp us at this stage, there is too much knowledge he does not have. If he must become involved, if he must be some sort of observer to the ceremony, then perhaps it would be pragmatic of us to accept what must be. At least that way we can keep an eye on him.' He waved his glass.

'You should get some sleep,' said Jacobs.

Ephesian didn't turn. He glanced at his watch without taking in the time. He did feel tired but he wasn't yet ready for sleep.

'There will be ample time for that,' he said vacantly.

Jacobs recognised the tone. Their discussion was over. His boss might not feel the need to lie down but he himself needed a few hours before the rigours of the day ahead. Ephesian might have been able to work his mind around to a positive state but all Jacobs could see were problems and obstacles.

He turned and walked silently from the room. Ephesian did not even notice him go.

*** 

Barney's mind rambled on. Three o'clock in the morning, he'd been in bed for almost four hours and not once had he even come close to getting to sleep. Eyes wide open, head full of the banal and the mundane, mixed with the occasional matter of weight.

At the end of It's A Wonderful Life, how come everyone is so full of smiles? If the bank investigator bloke was about to arrest Jimmy Stewart for fraud or embezzlement or whatever it was, surely just because everyone in the town shows up and says, 'Here, we'll pay back all the money you think he stole,' doesn't mean he wasn't guilty. Okay, we know he wasn't guilty, but surely there still has to be a trial? You can't let a guy off completely just because everyone thinks he's nice. And then in that final scene, in amongst all the cheerful, weepy people, there's old, miserable-as-shite Mr Potter. Why's he looking so chipper? Because he's got the flippin' $8000, that's why. You don't see him handing it back, do you? And what has his journey been in movie terms? After decades of misanthropy and money-grabbing, he turns into this jovial old buffoon, 50% smile, 50% heart of flippin' gold. How did that happen? Because Jimmy Stewart met an angel? Or maybe there was a parallel story with old man Potter, removed from the final cut, where he met Lucifer and was shown how even more wonderful the town would have been without him in it and it cheered him up to think that he'd ruined at least a few lives.

Barney, shut up! he thought. Get some sleep. Count sheep. Think of how to describe cricket to an American. Calculate all the prime numbers under one million. List the world's airlines. Think of a cellar full of cockroaches and count them.

They say cockroaches would survive a nuclear attack. Urban myth? It's accepted fact but how do they know? Maybe the cockroaches survived Hiroshima or on all those ex-beautiful islands in the middle of the Pacific. Maybe that was part of the tests; they took a variety of lifeforms – cockroaches, locusts, white tigers, dodos, snow leopards, a couple of Mormons – bombed the stuffing out of them and then bimbled back across to the island a few minutes after the mushroom cloud had cleared. It's all right, Chip, you can wear a protective suit if you want but you probably won't need to. Of all the animals and bugs on the island the only ones to survive were the cockroaches, albeit they'd all been converted to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Or maybe it'd been mentioned in a Disney film once and out of that the urban legend had grown. Maybe the cockroaches will just get squished with the rest of us.

Finally Barney poured his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. He walked to the window and looked out to the dark sea and away to the east. The first hint of dawn was beginning to make an appearance on the horizon, another early morning about to kick off in another small town.

He felt the slight lift that he always got when he was up with the dawn of the day. His mind meandered through the Far Side cartoon of The African Dawn, the animals sitting around drinking coffee, took a swing through Calvin & Hobbes and the beautiful clean canvas of their final snowy day, and then juddered to a halt at the reality of a life built on walking aimlessly from place to place, of relationships made and squandered, and of another day when he knew that life's beauty – no matter how many old men talked about the simple pleasures of the sound of the fizz when opening a bottle of tonic or the feel of sea spray on your face or the excitement in a child's eyes when discovering something that as an adult you've taken for granted for decades – would only briefly touch him, before being banished by the general darkness of the suffocating gloom that he could not seem to shake.

He sat down in the large comfy chair by the window, the high ledge partially restricting his view of the sea, and for the first time in over four hours his eyes felt heavy and he was finally able to close them with intent.

Augustinian Predestination

––––––––
'And would you like fries with that, sir?' said Barney.
Well, that wasn't what he actually said but sometimes he felt like saying it. The fast food counter that is a barbershop.

'Tapered or square at the back?' asked Barney.

The man in the hot seat, old Seth Bagan, brought the universal frown of inquisition into play.

'How d'you mean that?' he asked.

'A taper,' said Barney patiently, 'is where the hair at the back is shaved to a gradual end. A square cut is where the hair is all the same length at the back and cut in a straight line at the bottom.'

'Oh,' said Bagan, who had somehow managed to get to the age of one hundred and ninety-three without ever finding this out.

'Isn't a tapir an odd-toed, South American ungulate with a flexible proboscis?' said the other old fella, parked on the bench behind them.

'Well I don't know,' said Bagan, 'I thought that was a sloth.'

'The sloth's an edentate,' said Barney.

'Eden Tate? Was that the guy who was married to Sharon Tate?' said one of the old men.

'You're thinking about Roman Polanski,' said the other one.

'The Romans,' said Bagan, 'they knew a thing or two.'

'Arf!' said Igor forcefully, getting a bit fed up with it all.

'You're thinking of alfresco,' said the guy on the bench. 'The Romans loved that style of wallpapering.'

'Wasn't Al Fresco the guy who won the F1 World Championship five times in the 50s?'

'Fangio,' said Barney, despite his own determination not to be sucked back into the general level of absurdity, 'that was Fangio.'

'Fangs!' said one of the old guys, 'don't sloths have fangs?'

'No!' Igor wanted to scream, 'they're flippin' edentates! That means they don't have any flippin' teeth! No incisors, no molars, no pre-molars, and definitely no flippin' fangs!' However, it came out as, 'Arf!'

'You said that already,' said one of the old guys.

'So, Igor,' said Barney to change the subject, 'Ruth was all right last night?'

He hadn't really wanted to ask the question in front of the customers but he'd needed to say something before the conversation disappeared up any more blissfully stupid tangents.

Igor guiltily looked at Barney, mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like arf, then lowered his head and started sweeping up, even though no hair had yet fallen on this day.

'Igor?' said Barney.

Igor swept.

'Igor?' he repeated.

Igor swept, this time turning his back on Barney, his brushstrokes growing a little fiercer.

''Scuse me a minute,' said Barney to the old guy about to be the beneficiary of a splendid A River Runs Through It.

'No problem,' said Bagan. Then he added, as Barney laid down the scissors and walked to the rear of the shop, 'You probably want to ask him about Gently Ferguson.'

Barney looked at the old guy, then caught Igor's guilty eye and gestured to the back room. Igor threw old man Bagan a zinger of a look and then followed Barney into the rear of the shop. He left the door open, only for Barney to close it.

The two men stood staring at each other, Barney waiting for an explanation.

'Arf,' mumbled Igor eventually.

'I left you to look after her,' said Barney. 'I thought you two had, I don't know, a thing or something. I thought you were going to stay the night. What happened?'

Igor looked Barney in the eye but couldn't hold the gaze. He stared at the floor.

'Who's Gently Ferguson?' asked Barney. 'If you had another date last night, why didn't you say?'

'Arf,' muttered Igor.

'That's not good enough,' scolded Barney. 'The woman was scared and she's got those two cowboys after her. You should've stayed.'

Igor looked up again. Held his hands out in an Italian gesture of self-explanation.

Barney studied him, trying to work it out. There is one sure thing, he suddenly realised, that will drive a man and woman apart before their time.

'You slept with her,' he said, not even asking the question. 'You slept with Ruth and after that things got awkward and you left.'

Igor looked uncomfortable and then dropped his gaze again.

'Igor!' said Barney. 'For crying out loud, man, the woman needed someone. Jings, her husband died the day before.'

Igor's head plummeted another few inches.

'Igor, I know you've got that whole silent but sensitive thing going on that women love, but you've got to control the old pecker, mate. Restraint is what marks the man, my hunchbacked friend. She needed you and you completely abused that. And then you left her alone with the ghost of her dead husband and easy prey to those goons from the big fella at the top of the hill.'

Barney shook his head. Igor mumbled apologetically.

'And who's this Gently Ferguson comedienne?'

The deaf mute was silent.

'You shag her 'n' all?' asked Barney.

Igor looked up, answered with a seriously guilty face and then stared out the window at the grey morning.

'Igor!' said Barney. 'You are something else. I mean, I'm impressed, and given that you'd already left Ruth's place, I don't suppose it matters, but you've got to screw the nut, chief, you know what I'm saying?'

Igor nodded. Barney stared at him for a while, then turned and followed Igor's apologetic gaze out of the window.

'Right,' said Barney, 'I take it you're going to be uncomfortable going round there again this morning?'

'Arf,' said Igor.

'Okay, here's what we're going to do. We'll stick the Closed sign on the door, I'll finish off the two old geezers, then I'll go round there and see how she's doing. You can stay here and, I don't know, just try not to sleep with any women or anything.'

'Arf.'

'Good.'

*** 

The black BMW pulled into the short driveway. The green posts were a testament to the gate that had once stood at the entrance, but it had come off its hinges several years previously and Augustus Lawton had not been someone who ever did much about the small jobs around his house.

Jacobs parked the car by the front door, got out and walked round to open the door for Ephesian. Ephesian was still doing mental exercises to keep his thoughts positive and took half a minute to be aware that they had stopped.

He got out, Jacobs closed the door, then Ephesian stood back and let his man ring the doorbell. Jacobs was holding a case containing exactly one million pounds in clean, crisp fifty pound notes. Ephesian had stood and stared at the contents, taking in the smell, for almost an hour that morning.

'You'll let me do the talking, sir,' said Jacobs deferentially.

Ephesian was aware of the vague feeling of discomfort in his stomach. Nerves. Stupid nerves. They just needed to get in there, get hold of the Grail and leave Lawton to his money. As long as he went nowhere until after the ceremony that evening.

Jacobs rang the bell again. Ephesian looked at his watch. Jacobs turned away and looked down the short hill to the little of the sea which was visible in between the sides of buildings. The day had dawned with one of those strange flat calms that you know are never going to last. Not off the west coast of Scotland.

'No wind,' said Jacobs.

Ephesian didn't hear him. He was aware that Jacobs had spoken but the words had not penetrated.

Without looking to his employer for permission, Jacobs tried the handle and then, finding it locked, he fished out the large set of keys, identified the couple for Lawton's house and opened the door. He walked in quickly and silently, Ephesian following with hesitation, that part of his brain which dictated to him that he himself should never break the rules, holding him back from entering with the confidence of Jacobs.

The house was a shambles but they both knew that the house was always a shambles. This was not as a result of a random trashing of the property. The dining room was just off the entrance hall, so there was no extended period of searching for the man. Within ten seconds of walking in, Jacobs was standing over Lawton's body, the head bashed bloody, puffy and swollen around the face.

Ephesian entered the room slowly in Jacobs' wake, stopped suddenly on seeing what was before them, stared at it for a few seconds, then turned quickly away from the blood. Not for a second did he feel anything for Lawton. No compassion. That the man had been attacked was entirely of secondary importance. The thing which mattered was that the Grail was obviously gone and very possibly the other item which would have been kept in Lawton's freezer.

'Fuck,' Ephesian muttered, standing in the doorway to the dining room, his back turned to the mess on the carpet.

Jacobs bent down, quickly and closely examined the body.

'He's not dead, sir,' he said. 'We should get the ambulance up here, maybe they'll be able to revive him. He might be able to tell us who did this. You go back out to the car, sir. There's no need for you to be here. I'll see if the item in the freezer is still there, and search for the Grail. Then I'll call Gainsborough and let him sort out the rest.'

Ephesian didn't move. Jacobs waited for a few seconds and then walked quickly through to the kitchen. Ephesian listened to his footsteps, as he felt the first vultures of uncertainty begin to pick at the fragile confidence and self-assurance which he'd built up through the long night.

When, in the bleak silence, he heard the tiny fizz of the freezer door opening, he walked back to the front door, then down the driveway and back out onto the road for the walk back up the hill to his house. He didn't want to sit in a car waiting to find out just how bad it had all become. He needed to be at home, surrounded by everything that was familiar.

Inside the house Jacobs was rummaging through the freezer, and he finally found what he was looking for, hidden under the rubble of Iceland goods.

He hauled out the small package, studied it for a few seconds then laid it down on the kitchen table. Then he looked around the room, eyes quickly taking everything in.

Was it likely that the Grail might still be here? He had to assume that Lawton had been attacked for the Grail but it didn't mean that he hadn't already hidden it and that his assailant had been unable to find it in the house.

He made his decision. The Grail would not be here. He took one last look at the kitchen, walked around each room of the house making a quick search in case there was anything else obvious about which he needed to know, took a last look at the body of Augustus Lawton, placed an abrupt call to Constable Gainsborough, and then walked quickly out of the building.

As he closed the front door behind him, and a slight breeze was blown through the house, the mugs in the small wooden stand beside the kettle gently swayed. Two plain shiny purple cups, a blue mug from Lapland, a Best Dad In The World, a Glasgow Rangers, a contraband Calvin & Hobbes and, resting silently on the counter beside the stand, an odd-shaped Wallace & Gromit, a small chip out of the rim.

Wraithwreckers

––––––––
Barney first knocked, waited and then tried again. No answer. Knocked again, waited a short while and then stood back and studied the house. Looked over his shoulder, wondering if any of the neighbours were watching him although not really being bothered if they were, and then he opened the gate to the right of the house and walked into the back garden.
He thought he saw a movement in a window across the back wall. Perhaps he was being watched from up there.

Knocked at the back door, left it only a few seconds and then round the back of the house and looked in the kitchen window. Immediately he saw her sitting on the floor, back up against a unit, eyes wide and fearful, staring back out at him. He went around to the back door again, tried the handle then knocked.

'Ruth!' he called out. 'It's Mr Thomson. The barber.'

Nothing. Barney felt in tune with the woman inside. She was clearly terrified and there was likely no one on the planet who could've turned up at this point and been gladly welcomed.

'I'm here to help you, Ruth,' he said, pitching his voice at just the right level, between sympathy and audible volume.

He stood back and looked at the door.

'Complete empathy with the female mind, Barney,' he muttered.

There is no female mind, wrote Charlotte Perkins Gilman in 1898. The brain is not an organ of sex. As well speak of a female liver.

Well, what had she been smoking?

'You don't need to be scared, Ruth,' he said, raising his voice. 'If you can still hear your husband, come with me and I'll take you away from it. And don't worry about Ephesian's men. They won't do you any harm while you're with me.' Pause, time to play the sensitive man card. 'I know about Igor and I know he let you down. You'll be safe with me. You don't even have to let me in, just come out and we can go to a café somewhere.'

Another pause. Needed to see her face to know if he was making any progress. For all he knew she could be paralysed in some trance-like state of fear.

'I know about the insincerity of men, Ruth,' he began again. 'Men are vile inconstant toads, wrote Lady Montagu, and she was right. Igor took advantage of you but he's that kind of man. He's Julio Iglesias, he's Don Juan. Women love him and he can't help himself.'

Pause, let that all sink in a bit. Igor is Don Juan, he repeated to himself, and he smiled.

'And the goons from up the hill, they're nothing, Ruth. Whatever their game is, they're not getting past me. Really.'

Another pause.

'And I'm sure there's something we can do about your husband.' A further hiatus in his smooth talk, while he considered what that might be. 'We could get the house exorcised.' Hesitated again, while he thought about what he'd just said. Get the house exorcised, Barney? What the fuck is the matter with you? 'One of the ministers on the island or we could get someone in from outside.'

He leant against the door frame. How long before he broke the door down? Looked at his watch, glanced up quickly as he caught another movement in the window above the garden wall. Stared up for a few seconds then turned back to the door.

'Or maybe there's like a Ghostbusters type of thing up in Glasgow. There's all sorts now. We'll look in Yellow Pa...'

The lock clicked, the door opened slowly. Ruth Harrison appeared, staring wildly at Barney. Her face, her posture, everything about her bore the mark of someone who had spent a night haunted by terror. Her face was a grisly pale grey, lined and wan and tired, the face of a woman at least twenty years older than the one Barney had seen the day before. Her hair was as dishevelled as her clothes. Barney grimaced when he noticed the large damp stain around her crotch where she had peed in the middle of the night. Her spirit had been laid waste.

'Jesus,' he said.

She caught his eye for the briefest of seconds and then stared at his chest. She seemed barely to be breathing. Barney stepped forward, across the threshold of the kitchen and put his arms round her. At first she flinched although she did not pull away, and then gradually, as Barney held onto her, she relaxed into it and slowly she lifted her arms and put them around him.

Barney said nothing for a while and in the silence the noise came to him. He had been aware of it as soon as the door had opened but the sight of the decrepit woman before him had distracted his mind from the sound. But now he heard it.

Coming from upstairs. A constant pad and shuffle. Feet walking and in turn being dragged across the floor. A horrible sound, designed almost to crawl under your skin, to bleed into your consciousness. And accompanying the noise, barely audible in amongst the gentle padding and scraping, a much lower and more sinister sound. An evil and malicious laugh.

Barney was aware of the hairs on his neck and then he was gripped by a sudden shiver. Ruth pulled away from him, feeling the shudder in his body, the scared eyes looking up at him.

'An exorcist?' she said, her voice tiny and frail.

'Let's get you out of here,' said Barney, and he reached behind her, took the key from inside, pulled the door over and locked it.

And just before the door closed he heard another, louder explosion of laughter, as if Jonah Harrison could see everything that was happening in the kitchen, could see into the head of his terrified widow and into the head of Barney Thomson.

*** 

'It'll have to be a woman,' said Ruth Harrison, frowning across the top of her cup of tea.

Barney raised an eyebrow at her but nodded. There were few enough of these people in the Yellow Pages without them having to be so prescriptive as to need to choose their sex, but he understood Ruth's resentment and distrust of men. Even though she was currently putting her trust in one.

He looked once more at the small advert, the only one listed under Exorcists.

GOD

Troubled by ghouls, spectres, poltergeists, mischievous spirits, apparitions or other unexplained phenomena? Call the Lord God Almighty on 0816 666 666, and watch evil spirits disappear.

GOD – FOR ALL YOUR EXORCISM REQUIREMENTS

Tel./Fax: 0816 666 666

Catering For The Religions Of The World!

'He may be a divine, omnipotent all-powerful being,' said Barney shaking his head, 'but He's male nevertheless.'

'Who is?' asked Ruth.

Igor looked up from where he was sheepishly and unnecessarily washing the scissors. How many divine, omnipotent, all-powerful beings are there, for crying out loud? he wanted to ask bitterly. Igor was feeling a little sore at being made the scapegoat for Ruth's long and terrifying ordeal.

'Doesn't matter,' said Barney.

He stared at Igor for no particular reason as he tried to think of what other categories an exorcist might come under. Ghostbusters, he thought. He hummed as he thumbed. Reached the page, nothing.

He turned quickly to the section on churches and read through the full list to see if any of them mentioned exorcism in their entries. Again, nothing. There were a few desperate cries for a decent sized congregation, including one church which stated that it showed MTV and served beer and peanuts throughout the service, but a complete lack of exorcism services. He looked up at Ruth, who was watching him intently, her lips poised at the rim of her mug.

'How are you getting on?' she asked.

'Struggling to find a specialist,' answered Barney.

She slurped noisily at her tea. Igor gave her a scything look.

Maybe, thought Barney, they'll have done that thing where they put the words ghost and busters into a thesaurus and come up with something completely different, yet the same.

He started thinking of names and flicking through the book. Spectrerupturers. Spookbursters. Spiritbreakers. (There was indeed an entry under Spiritbreakers but it turned out just to be an advert for the Labour government.) Phantomthrashers. Phantasmsmashers. Apparitionbashers.

He closed the book and looked at Ruth and Igor, who were both staring at him. She's depending on you, Barney, he thought, you need to come up with the goods. Of course, all the woman needed to do was go along to one of the local ministers on the island. But they were all men.

'Arf!' said Igor suddenly, eyes wide.

Barney stared at him and for some reason that neither of them could explain, immediately understood what he had just said.

Wraithwreckers!

Barney turned quickly through the pages to the W's, and there, as if by some sort of divine intervention, was the small advert, the only listing in the section headed Wraithwreckers.

www.wraithwreckers.com

Lose all those annoying

ghosts today!

Call the Reverend Merlot Tolstoy!

Tel.: 09988 888 8888

'Merlot?' said Barney, looking up. 'That sound like a woman's name?'

'Arf!' replied Igor in the affirmative.

'I think so,' said Ruth Harrison, suddenly looking a bit more positive.

'Okay,' said Barney, 'I'll give it a try.'

He reached over to the phone and dialled. Igor watched him intently, Ruth stared at him, her mouth slightly open, letting in flies. Barney felt bizarrely like a presenter at the Eurovision Song Contest, dialling up Moldova or Serbia & Montenegro to find out how their judges had voted, while the audience waited with breaths stalled.

A couple of rings.

'You're through to Wraithwreckers.com, this is Merlot Tolstoy speaking.'

'Hello,' said Barney, 'my name's Barney Thomson.'

'Mr Thomson,' said Merlot Tolstoy, 'how can we be of help to you today?'

The words spoke of American customer service values, the accent was very soft west of Scotland.

'Can I take from your advert,' said Barney, 'that you're in the business of getting rid of ghosts?'

'You certainly can,' said Merlot Tolstoy. 'We originally called ourselves Ghostbusters but we got sued for $17billion dollars by Columbia Tristar. So we've been through a few names since then, but we kind of like this one. Course, you're our first call in five months.'

'How many of there are you?' asked Barney.

'Only me,' she replied, no hint of embarrassment. 'I like to refer to myself in the plural to suggest a level of conglomeraticy.'

'That doesn't really fit with telling me I'm your first call in five months and that you work alone,' said Barney.

'We're still trying to get me on my customer service course.'

'To teach you how to lie convincingly?'

'Absolutely,' she replied.

'Isn't that a bit of a thing for a minister?' asked Barney.

Merlot Tolstoy giggled.

'You sound like my parishioners in Shettleston, but we always say, well the church has been lying for centuries about all sorts of things, so what are a few wee fibs over the phone?'

'Fair enough,' said Barney.

'So, how can we be of assistance to you today?'

Barney paused, thought of how this was going to sound.

'My friend's husband died on his way to the toilet two days ago. It seems he's trapped for eternity needing to pee and keeps padding back and forth to the bathroom.'

As he spoke, Tolstoy punctuated his words with uh-uh's and yes's and mmm's, and an 'oh yes, urino-poltergeistation.'

'Then yesterday evening my friend inadvertently had sex with another friend of ours who had gone round to comfort her,' continued Barney, and both Igor and Ruth gave him a serious amount of eyebrow.

'Common,' said Tolstoy. 'Very common.'

'So now her husband's spirit isn't just dying to take a piss, he's also super pissed off and seriously haunting her, you know?'

'Yes, we understand,' said Tolstoy. 'We've read about cases like this in Sport on Sunday.' A slight pause, which Barney did not fill as he sensed there was more coming.

'We just have a few questions,' said the Reverend Tolstoy.

'Fire away,' said Barney.

'Has she sold the film rights?'

Barney smiled. It is the new millennium after all.

'Not as far as I'm aware,' he replied.

'Good,' said Tolstoy. 'We need a stipulation in our contract that in the event of a film being made with due regard to the story of the haunting or demonic house possession, that my character can only be played by Uma Thurman, Angelina Jolie or Kate Beckinsale. Any other actress being considered for the part has to be approved by me before the script can be shown to the said actress.'

Barney didn't immediately reply to that one.

'Do we have your friend's agreement?' asked Tolstoy sharply.

'I think you can make that assumption,' said Barney.

'It'll have to be firmer than an assumption,' she said.

'We'll sign the contract.'

'Good. Now, are you the friend?' she asked.

Barney looked at the phone again, shared his slight confusion with the other two.

'I said I was,' he replied.

'Aye, but are you the actual friend who slept with your friend?'

'Ah. No, there are an actual three of us, sitting here right now.'

'Does the house have a history of demonic possession?'

'Not as far as we are aware.'

'Have any brutal acts of malevolence ever taken place in the house?'

'Not that I know of.'

'Was the deceased interested in any way in the occult or any supernatural phenomenon of any description?'

'He was pretty straight, as far as I can tell.'

'Where are you?'

'Millport.'

Slight pause as Merlot Tolstoy checked her watch.

'We can be there in about an hour and a half, depending on the ferry crossings. Give me your number and we'll call when we arrive. You can direct me to the appropriate site of operations.'

Barney gave the number, the Rev Tolstoy mmming constantly.

'We'll need the widow plus four others,' she said crisply.

'Why?' asked Barney, wondering who he was going to rope in for this. Did Ruth Harrison have any real friends?

'We use a 5th century Aramaic exorcism ceremony, which itself evolved from an earlier Babylonian model. Of course, we've adapted it to comply with modern Christian theology but the point is that we require a circle of six. Is that a can-do?'

'No problem,' said Barney, on the basis that if the worst came to the worst, he'd always be able to rope in a couple of the old fellas from the shop, who could come along and stand drooling in the circle with no idea whatsoever about what was happening.

'Cool,' she said. 'We'll see you in around ninety minutes.'

'Cool,' said Barney, as usual going with the flow.

She hung up. Barney turned to the others and shrugged.

'She'll be here in an hour or two, depending on the ferry.'

Ruth dissolved in a pile of relieved mush and reached out to hold Barney's hand.

'Thank you,' she gasped.

'Right,' said Barney, 'we'll need to get you cleaned up and into a change of clothes.'

'I'm not going back to the house,' she said quickly.

'It's all right,' said Barney, keeping hold of her hand and settling her down. 'We'll go round to Igor's place, won't we Igor?'

'Arf,' muttered Igor, frowning.

'You can have a shower and we'll get you some clean clothes.'

He paused to think about whether he wanted to visit Ruth's house and face the spirit of her dead husband on his own, or whether he could just nip along the front and buy her a new outfit from the shop on the corner of Shore and Newton.

'We'll get you a new set of clothes,' he repeated, deferring the decision. 'Finish your tea and we'll get going. Igor, is your place all right or do you need to go home and clean it up before you have a female guest.'

'Arf!' barked Igor.

Barney held up his hand in apology.

'Sorry, my hunchbacked friend,' he said.

'Arf.' 

Barney nodded a further apology for casting aspersions on Igor's cleanliness, looked at Ruth, then walked through to the front of the shop to do some thinking about who they were going to get to assist in the exorcising of Jonah Harrison.

Pushing The Blue Sky

––––––––
Two minutes back in the shop and Barney had two customers. James Randolph, no less, come to have his hair sorted out in the strange hope that it would also help him think more clearly, and another one in the endless line of old fellas who had retired to Millport some time in the previous thirty years.
After an initial wariness between the barber and customer, following their meeting the previous day at the house of Ruth Harrison, Randolph was now just struggling to stay awake. You know that thing which comes with getting your hair cut? The warmth of the shop, the murmur of low noise, the gentle hum of the razor, all on top of a late night and a glass or two too much wine. He didn't stand a chance. Still, he was preoccupied with murder and killing and death and had begun to wonder if there was some way that was used to kill animals which could be applied in some novel way to humans.

'Lambs,' he said suddenly, even though he was struggling to keep his eyes open, following on from a brief discussion on the fate of calves. 'How do they kill them?'

'Do they kill lambs?' asked the customer from the bench, a look of concern on his face.

Barney looked at him, then turned back to Randolph.

'Had a customer once,' said Barney, continuing to engage Randolph in conversation, 'a farmer. Here's what they did.'

Randolph caught his eye in the mirror. Barney could tell he was on the verge of falling asleep.

'You know those things you get in DIY stores to dispense Polyfilla and grout and stuff? A long tube, you push a plunger down from the top. It's a spring-loaded one of them. Metal. Pull it back, stick it at the back of the lamb's napper, let it go. The next thing the lamb knows it's snuggling up to some mint sauce.'

Randolph closed his eyes.

'That's why they call them spring lambs,' added Barney.

'They don't do that to lambs, do they?' said the voice from the back. 'They don't kill lambs? Not really?'

Barney and Igor glanced at each other.

'How do you think they get the lamb from the field onto the plate?' asked Barney.

'But lamb,' he said. 'I mean, I never really equated the two.'

'What did you think lamb was? Some sort of processed meat extract, which they just called lamb to give it a name?'

'But lamb! They don't call pig, pig. They don't call cow, cow. So why do they call lamb, lamb? I always thought, well I don't know, that it was something totally different.'

'Some other less cute animal?' suggested Barney.

'Yes.'

Barney stared at Thomas Petersen, gave a look to Igor and then turned back to James Randolph.

'Well,' he said, 'does that answer your questi....' and he stopped when he saw that Randolph's eyes were closed and the man had drifted off to sleep. Barney smiled to himself and lapsed into silence. The customer asleep, he could go about his business without prejudice or interruption. The ideal situation. So he snipped quietly away at an area behind the left ear and wondered why the man had bothered to bring up the subject in the first place.

*** 

Ten minutes later, James Randolph awoke with a start. He straightened up and looked in the mirror, established his bearings, realised that he'd fallen asleep in the middle of a haircut, then got his head around the fact that the very vivid dream from which he'd just emerged was exactly that. A dream. A dream in which someone had just been murdered.

Barney dabbed at the back of Randolph's jumper with a brush. Randolph rubbed his hands roughly over his face as he hurried through the dream, committing it to memory before it faded.

He started to smile. He had been an observer in the dream, standing outside a lone house on the side of a hill. Dusk, the sea below, the last gulls of the day crying to the departed sun, the sound of the wind bustling around his head. He had looked in through the sitting room window into a house he did not recognise. And there he had watched a killer and his victim, and he had watched the victim die a most singular death.

The smile broadened. Was it a new kind of murder which he had just witnessed? Probably not, but it was interesting and it was different. Different enough, he felt sure, to impress Bartholomew Ephesian for the first time in his life.

Still, he would have to do a little research, and where better to start than the barbershop?

'Everything all right for you, sir?' asked Barney, administering the final brush down.

'What d'you know about stomach acids?' said Randolph suddenly, looking at Barney in the mirror.

Barney recognised that the wheels were turning, that here was a man with a plan. He himself had developed a nose for murderous intent and this was what he was seeing in James Randolph.

'Nothing,' said Barney. 'Nothing at all.'

'There are acids in your stomach?' wittered the concerned customer from the back.

Randolph took in Barney's gaze for another couple of seconds, and then turned away and stared into the mirror. A fine haircut, the hair of a man who was about to mean business for the first time in his life. Get home, a cup of tea, and then he could spend a short while on-line as he established exactly what he needed in order to commit the crime which he had just witnessed in his dream. And then he would be set to execute the murder as laid down by Bartholomew Ephesian.

James Randolph had not, after all, been informed of the change of plans.

*** 

'Well, that's a lot of money,' said Romeo McGhee, smiling. He looked round at Chardonnay Deluth who was smiling back, her eyes wide with greed. One million pounds. For a piece of bony meat. Easiest money either of them would ever make. McGhee, however, was about to get a lot greedier. 'You guys must be pretty desperate to get a hold of Jonah's hand.'

He flicked his eyebrows at Jacobs, smiled some more.

'You as desperate as you look?' he asked cheekily.

Jacobs had a sudden vision of leaping across the coffee table and pounding McGhee's face. He closed his eyes, composed himself, closed the case and straightened his shoulders.

Ephesian was at home battling his demons. Jacobs had not had to persuade Ephesian to allow him to undertake this particular task on his own. Ephesian's humour and confidence were fragile enough for him to retreat at the first sign of trouble. More regrouping. What he required was for something to go right, yet the closer they got to the culmination of decades of work, the more problems there seemed to be.

Despite his excitement at what lay ahead, Ephesian had begun to think that perhaps they would have to postpone. It didn't have to be this evening and perhaps they had rushed into it following Lawton's discovery. And it would be a wonderful way of pissing off Ping Phat, the fat Chinese bastard having dragged himself onto a plane for the first time in decades.

Jacobs favoured pressing ahead. Did not believe that any of their problems were insurmountable, regardless of the missing Grail. Assumed, wrongly, that whoever had attacked Lawton would appear McGhee-esque from the woodwork to levy some trivial blackmail demand.

'You've seen the money,' said Jacobs indifferently. 'Let me see the hand.'

'Not so fast, bucko,' said McGhee stupidly.

Jacobs' face remained expressionless. This was not unexpected. Even the lowest form of life always thinks it can get more than its due. Chardonnay Deluth, on the other hand, slung him a look of horror. She was about to get her hands on one million pounds.

'Rome!' she ejaculated. 'What's with you?'

'It's cool, babe,' he said, eyes never leaving Jacobs. 'We're still going to get our million. Aren't we, Mr Jacobs? Or should I call you Cream Cracker?'

He laughed at his own joke. Jacobs, who hadn't heard the joke since he was seven or eight, stared deeply into McGhee's core and imagined injecting him with a vial of some flesh-eating virus and watching his body rot and die over the ensuing few weeks.

'What do you want?' Voice hard as marble, dull as dust.

'Rome!' repeated Deluth.

'Well,' said Romeo McGhee, 'I've been thinking.'

'Romeo, don't be a fucking idiot,' she said, leaning towards him, her voice lowered, as if Jacobs wasn't going to hear her.

'What do you want?' asked Jacobs again, ignoring the woman.

'Well,' said McGhee, 'as far as the talk goes around here, you cowboys have a right little brotherhood between you all, with your tasty little clandestine meetings on a Tuesday evening. Donut Jonah was a member of your wee cabal and presumably the frozen hand is all tied up with the same business.'

He paused, asking the question of 'hot or cold' with his eyebrows raised. Jacobs remained impenetrable. McGhee was slightly disarmed by Jacobs inscrutability but managed to keep up his confidence, or at least, the appearance of it.

'So, what I'm thinking is that you'll need someone to take Donut Jonah's place, am I right?'

Jacobs said nothing.

'For fuck's sake, Romeo, don't be an arsehole!' said Deluth.

He waved her down with a calm hand.

'You've turned up here with a million quid, exactly as I asked for. No attempt to negotiate me down, no attempt to strong-arm, you just want the hand so that you can get on with whatever you're doing. So I'm thinking, chief-o, that you must be doing something pretty soon. Now I want to be a part of it.'

'Do you?' said Jacobs coldly, speaking at last.

'Aye,' said McGhee, 'I do.'

They held each others' gaze across the coffee table, Deluth simmering on the sidelines.

Jacobs breathed deeply. The urge to leap across the table and tear him to pieces was strong. He glanced at Deluth but she was playing her part in the Mexican stand-off by staring at McGhee.

If he killed McGhee with his bare hands right now, Jacobs thought, would it terrorise Deluth into telling him where the hand was hidden?

Jacobs abruptly stood up, clutching onto the bag.

'I'll need to speak to Mr Ephesian,' he said, then turned and started to walk away.

It would mean returning empty-handed once more to see his boss but he could sense the anger within him about to come bursting brutally to the surface, and it is rare in life for such an explosion of rage to ever achieve anything positive. At least allowing McGhee into their forum would guarantee the hand being there and it wasn't as if they had a queue of decent applicants lined up. And, now that Lawton was in hospital and not showing any signs of waking up, they were looking for two new members of the brotherhood, rather than one.

'You can leave the money,' said McGhee, his voice oozing slime even without trying.

Jacobs stopped but did not turn. Counting to ten.

'No I can't,' he said eventually without turning, then he opened the door into the hall and was gone.

They listened to the front door closing, and then McGhee and Deluth looked at each other. McGhee smiled, suddenly having disappeared several miles up himself.

'Cool, eh?' he said. 'We are so kicking their butts.'

'You,' said Chardonnay Deluth, 'are a complete fucking twat.'

And she walked brusquely to the bathroom to install herself and seethe.

The Barbershop Quartet

––––––––
'I'm not sure, really. What do you think?'
Barney looked at the back of the customer's head. The man was in his late eighties, weak-jawed, sallow-skinned and irresolutely-eyed; the customer who had been waiting behind Randolph. Had a good head of grey hair on him, however, demanding a straightforward short back and sides.

'I think a short back and sides would do you fine, sir.'

'Do you think?' said Thomas Petersen, studying his hair in the mirror, as if coming across it for the first time.

'Aye,' said Barney.

Igor looked suspiciously up from his sweeping.

'I had been thinking more of a Keanu Reeves type of affair. You don't think I'd suit that at all?'

The door opened and another old fella, his face hangdog all the way down to his knees, minced in, huddled against the cold as if it was minus fifty outside. He closed the door and regarded the occupants of the shop.

'Aye, it's all right for you lot sitting in here, with your heating and your fancy double glazing,' he muttered.

Igor rolled his eyes.

'If you'd just like to take a seat, I'll be done here in about ten minutes,' said Barney.

'Is that all?' said Thomas Petersen. 'Are you sure?'

'All right, all right, I'll sit down,' said the newcomer, 'but God knows what havoc that old bench is going to play on my haemorrhoids. I'd be better standing, but then if I do that my varicose veins'll pop and my hip replacement'll seize up. Can't sit, can't stand and Christ knows what it would do to me if I tried to kneel. Christ knows.'

'Igor,' said Barney, 'get the fella another cushion, please.'

Igor nodded a resentful acceptance and disappeared into the back room. The old fella tutted and looked out of the window.

'They say it's going to be this cold until the autumn and then it's going to snow for six months,' he said to no one in particular.

'So,' said Barney, deciding to ignore the ray of sunshine in the corner, 'a short back and sides all right for you, sir?'

Thomas Petersen looked doubtfully in the mirror.

'Well, if you're sure,' he said.

Barney lifted the electric razor, flicked the switch and swung the razor down onto the back of the customer's neck. Igor emerged and handed the new boy the cushion.

'I suppose technically that's a cushion,' he mumbled, as Igor trudged back to his sweeping, 'but it'll probably cause complete mayhem with the trapped nerves at the base of my spine.'

And then he sat down with a great deal of puffing and muttering, as Igor lifted the broom and imagined himself a Ninja.

And so, everybody in their place, the shop settled down. First customer getting his hair cut, second customer waiting on the bench, barber at his position, razor buzzing away in his fingers, barber's deaf, mute, hunchbacked assistant sweeping at invisible particles on the floor. The natural order of things.

Ruth Harrison had been dispatched for a walk along the front to get some fresh air. She was sitting on a green bench beside the crazy golf course, fingers crossed in her lap, jumping every time she heard footsteps on the pavement behind her. Trying to lose herself in an intimate world of seagulls and waves and rocks and sky, to wrap herself into a cocoon of all she had ever known. Return to some childhood place where the world could be blocked out and she could play and be in her own imaginary world for hours on end.

She was aware of the cars passing behind her every now and again but many of them slipped by unnoticed. So it was that, when the cavalry from wraithwreckers.com arrived in their twenty-four year-old red Peugeot, she did not see them. The car pulled up outside the barbershop, not too far from where she was sitting, as Barney had directed.

Merlot Tolstoy stepped out of the vehicle, put on her £1.99 Woolworth's shades, looked up and down Shore Street checking for possessed spirits and demons and any other agents of malfeasance, turned and looked out on what she saw as a godless, cruel sea, and then walked into the barbershop.

The four male occupants of the shop turned. The maroon shirt with white dog collar attachment was a bit of a giveaway, so that Barney and Igor immediately knew who had come into their presence. Thomas Petersen and old miserable-as-shite Jack Monroe regarded the newcomer with some concern.

'We're here,' said Tolstoy, authoritatively.

'Thanks for coming,' said Barney, not stopping the cut.

'No problem. Got here as fast as we could. Boat was running ten minutes behind schedule.'

'Ten minutes?' chimed Monroe. 'You're lucky it wasn't ten hours. And you call that a boat? It's a bath with an engine.'

Tolstoy hesitated then turned back to Barney.

'Are you ready to show us the infected property?'

'Give me another couple of minutes to finish this off, then I'll need to do the other gentleman, which won't take long...'

'Are you saying I don't have much hair?'

'...then we'll go. Ruth is waiting just along the front.'

Tolstoy glanced out the window and made a positive identification of the forlorn and scared woman on the bench.

'We saw her on the way by. Have we got a complement of six?'

'Well,' said Barney, 'there's you and me. There's Ruth, whose husband is the problem. There's Igor here behind the brush.'

'Igor,' said Tolstoy with a nod.

'Arf.'

'Then I thought we could ask these two gentlemen if they might help,' said Barney, giving them both a quick glance.

'Ask us what?' asked Thomas Petersen, sounding concerned.

'Typical,' said the old fella from the bench, 'that's what today's society's all about. Always asking, never giving. No doubt I'll end up doing it, whatever it is you want, but I won't like it, I'm telling you that now. Not one bit.'

'What is it?' asked Petersen, 'I mean, you're not saying much, but already I don't like the sound of it.'

'Exorcism,' said Tolstoy. 'We need a gathering of six.'

'Exorcism!' said Petersen, and fortunately Barney felt the explosion of worry and restlessness coming and knew enough to back away from the cut for five seconds, as Petersen's head swivelled round. Although, not all the way round.

'Standard procedure,' said Tolstoy. 'We do it all the time.'

And she gave Barney a bit of a don't blow my cover, we need these people look. Barney kept schtum.

'Who is 'we' exactly?' asked Jack Monroe from the bench.

'But exorcism,' worried Petersen, whose head had at least calmed down enough for Barney to restart the cut, 'how do you mean that? Are we talking demonic possession? Green vomit and bile and really bad language? I don't like bad language.'

'If there are more of you,' continued Monroe, 'why do you need us two to make up the six? Sounds like there's some sort of ecumenical insurance scam going on. You church people are only ever interested in money. Did you know the Catholic Church owns 51% of ExxonMobil? What is the matter with these people? Used to be the church was about values and decency. Not now.'

'Do we need overalls?' asked Petersen, interrupting.

'Arf!' barked Igor from behind his brush.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Enough talk. I'll finish these cuts, then the five of us are picking up Ruth and heading over to her house to see what's what. We cool?'

'We're cool,' said Tolstoy.

'Arf,' said Igor.

'I think so,' said Petersen with no conviction whatsoever.

'So Ruth's getting haunted by old Jonah, eh?' said Monroe. 'Serves her right for all those lovers of hers. I always said no good would come of it. Always said it.'

And he shook his head disapprovingly.

'Arf.'

The Postman Always Brings Mice

––––––––
'Psst! Psst!'
Tony Angellotti stopped and looked around. He had walked up Cardiff Street, had kept going up the hill past the farm and was approaching the top of the town with the graveyard and golf course beyond.

He thought he'd heard something but decided he probably hadn't, and started to walk on again.

'Psst! Tony!' Louder this time. Tony turned, as ostentatiously as Luigi had hoped he wouldn't.

'Luigi?' he said, looking into woods, up and down the road. 'Luigi?'

'Not so stinkin' loud, you idiot,' said Luigi. 'Try and look inconspicuous.'

'Where are you?' asked Tony, louder this time, because he was confused and annoyed.

'Stop looking like you're talking to someone, you moron. Lean on the post box beside you and try to look casual.'

Tony looked at the box and suddenly wondered if that was where the voice was coming from. Then he leant on it, looking as conspicuous as an Italian Vatican-sponsored hoodlum in Millport in the middle of April was going to.

'Are you in the freakin' post box?' he said, looking down in through the hole.

'I said don't be conspicuous, you idiot. Do not look in the fucking box!'

Tony straightened up, still looking at the box, doing the full Italian hand gesturing routine thing.

'So you're in the box?' said Tony.

'Of course I'm not in the box! What's the matter with you?'

Tony stared at the box and then finally settled down and stopped looking like a blot on the landscape. He leant against the box, tried to look relaxed and stared super-casually up the road.

As it was, he was not being watched as Luigi had presumed he would be. Bartholomew Ephesian's mind had been on other things and the Italians had slipped through the net of his concerns. That Jacobs had also let the problem escape, was indicative of the pressures he too was feeling, despite his efforts to be the rock for his employer's fragile self-belief.

'So where are you then?' asked Tony.

'I'm on the hill above the golf course,' said Luigi. 'Don't look up here!' he added with a stage whisper, at exactly the point that Tony turned and looked up at the hill above the golf course.

'So are you, like shouting?' he asked, turning and looking back into the woods. 'How come I can hear you?'

'Cause there's a microphone in the freakin' post box,' said Luigi, with exasperation.

Tony looked back at the post box, nodding his appreciation.

'This is some fucking post box,' said Tony. 'Maybe this country isn't as backward as it looks.'

'I put it there, you idiot. Jesus, how did I end up with a partner this stupid?'

'Yeah, well, the guy you sent to talk to me last night was even more stupid than I was, so what does that make you?'

Luigi started to object in the usual manner but actually saw his point, so instead made an abrupt change of subject.

'Did you find anything in the cathedral?' he asked.

Tony shook his head and turned and looked up at the hill.

'I can't see you up there, are you sure that's where you are?'

'I'm hiding behind a stinkin' bush. Stop looking up here and tell me if you found anything in the cathedral.'

Tony shrugged, glancing at a passing car, while attempting to appear even more casual than he already was.

'I couldn't find nothin', but then, I'm an idiot. Go figure.'

He smiled at his ironic self-deprecation.

'You still there?' he asked, looking at the post box.

'I'm thinking,' said Luigi.

And while he was thinking, he was lying down on the cold grass, on top of approximately thirty-seven individual little pieces of rabbit droppings, looking through the bushes behind him to where the big house of Bartholomew Ephesian sat austerely staring down over the golf course, down to the Firth of Clyde.

'Big house, big problems,' he muttered quietly.

Ephesian's house had been the number two location on his agenda, after the cathedral. From where he now lay, concealed in the bushes and grass, he had a clear view of the road leading up to the house, as well as the two main windows at the back, which overlooked the westward view. So he had already had several sightings of Ephesian and Jacobs, although had decided not to try to follow them about the town. Tony would have to be his eyes and ears, no matter how blind and deaf that made him.

'Mouse?' said Tony. 'Did you say something about a freakin' mouse? I hate mice.'

*** 

'Do you think we should postpone?' asked Ephesian, finally voicing what he had been thinking.

Jacobs stared at his employer's back, well used to his crumbling confidence in the face of setbacks.

'I think that would be unwise, sir,' said Jacobs. 'The longer we leave matters, particularly now that the Grail has been moved, the more chance there is of something going wrong.'

'Of something going wrong?' said Ephesian strongly. 'You don't think enough has already gone wrong?'

'We're almost there, sir,' said Jacobs soothingly. 'We must hold our nerve. The Brotherhood are forewarned and will be in attendance. McGhee's foolishness plays into our hands. I no more want him as part of the Prieure than do you, but if he comes, he is coming straight back with the hand which is all we need. One of our two main problems solved. The money means nothing and we have a replacement for Jonah Harrison.'

'And Lawton?' said Ephesian. 'And the Grail? And bloody Phat, who will be turning up here any minute?'

Jacobs hesitated, sorting out how to order everything, to minimise the concern.

'With McGhee replacing Harrison, Lawton's injuries just leave us where we were to begin with, needing to find a willing participant to the ritual. Your son Anthony is likely still that person, despite his brief association with the Italians.'

'And they're another thing! Jesus.'

'But we have the package which was held in Lawton's freezer, his replacement is a formality, however unwanted. Ping Phat? All the more reason to insist on conducting the ceremony tonight. What if we postpone and he decides to stick around? He could cause all sorts of trouble.'

Ephesian's head twitched.

'The Italians we can do nothing about, until it is time and we see what moves they are likely to make. Despite his previous ham-fisted attempts to negate the problem, we can probably count on Constable Gainsborough to deal with them as they arise.'

Ephesian grunted.

'Having thought ourselves in trouble, suddenly we are left with one real problem,' said Jacobs. He paused.

'The Grail,' said Ephesian.

'Yes,' answered Jacobs.

He checked his watch then looked round at the clock. Almost one o'clock in the afternoon.

'We have just over eleven hours in which to find it,' he said, and Ephesian blurted out a bitter laugh.

'We should postpone,' he muttered, shaking his head.

He turned and glanced at Jacobs' waistcoat, then turned away and looked down once more at the slight wind ruffling the flags on the golf course away to his right.

Et In Arcadia Ego

––––––––
'Is there anything else we should know before we go in?'
The strange collective of six, about to embark on their mission to send Jonah Harrison on his way from the house, were standing outside on the front lawn. The Reverend Merlot Tolstoy was leading the way but had stopped with her back to the front door to address her troops. She looked each of the five members of the company in the eye, searching their souls. She had been told about the manner of Jonah's death and the reason he hadn't been able to enter the shrine of eternal urination in the first place. She had been told of Igor's use and abuse of the fragile Ruth. She had not been told of the severed human hand in the freezer, as neither Barney nor Ruth had considered that relevant.

Her look lingered longest on Ruth, as she was obviously the one who would have something to tell. Long enough, in fact, that Ruth felt compelled to say something.

'I'm scared of spiders,' she blurted out uncomfortably.

'That's all right, madam,' said Tolstoy, 'We doubt that that will come into play. Anything else?' she added, broadening her scope around the group once more. It was intended as a final remark, to be ignored, before they entered the temple of doom.

'I'm afraid of the dark,' said Thomas Petersen nervously.

'Oh, for pity's sake,' muttered Monroe. 'It's two o'clock in the afternoon. Course, the way this weather's closing in, it'll be dark by half past. Have you seen those clouds?'

'Not a problem,' said Tolstoy. 'We don't require darkness.'

Final look around the crowd. Ready to roll.

'I'm scared of wide open spaces,' Ruth Harrison chipped in at the last second.

'We'll be inside,' replied Tolstoy quickly.

'I can get claustrophobic in a small room with too many people,' said Petersen. 'And sometimes the light bothers me. You know, if it's too bright.'

'We believe we're doing this on the upstairs landing, so it'll be nice and open, with plenty of room for the six of us, and with this cloud cover the light shouldn't be too bad.'

'I hate flying,' said Ruth.

'Me too!' blurted Petersen hurriedly.

'You know,' added Ruth, 'not the actual flying part, just the take off and landing and when it gets bumpy.'

'Aye,' said Petersen, 'that's what gets me too. I think.'

'Really, folks,' said Tolstoy, retaining her patience, 'we're walking up the stairs, not taking a helicopter.'

'Helicopter?' said Petersen, perturbed, 'I wouldn't even go near a helicopter.'

'I don't think I'll ever be able to walk up a flight of stairs again after this,' said Ruth. 'I'll be traumatised for life. Like Agnes from number eleven. Couldn't walk up stairs again after the time she found her old man in bed with his best mate, Brian.'

'I think we could do with some focus here,' said Barney.

'Absolutely,' chirped Tolstoy. 'What the man said. It's time.'

'I hate Des O'Connor,' said Petersen.

'Arf.'

'Let's go,' said Tolstoy, and she turned, opened the door and took the first step into the house.

She stopped. She listened. Barney came in behind her and stood at her shoulder, examining the silence, whilst the others waited outside.

'Nothing,' said Tolstoy after about thirty seconds.

'Maybe he's waiting for us,' said Barney.

'Maybe.'

'For pity's sake,' said Monroe, 'if I stand out here much longer my sciatic nerve'll go, then I'll never see the last of it.'

Tolstoy turned and addressed her troops once more.

'We're going up. Everyone come into the house and stay close together. If anyone starts to drop off the back, call out for assistance.'

'I thought we were only going upstairs?' said Petersen.

Ruth Harrison suddenly grabbed hold of Igor's hand. He winced slightly but squeezed her hand all the same, and then this bizarre collective minced into the house and began to trudge heavy-legged up the stairs.

'I bet I end up missing the snooker,' muttered Monroe.

*** 

The magnificent six were holding onto one another's hands, although this was making a majority of the men feel a little uncomfortable as there weren't enough women to go around. Their discomfort was being added to by the general feeling of unease in the house, a feeling of evil and of some unseen possessed spirit. Ruth was shaking with fear and anxiety, delighted to be holding onto Barney and Igor.

'We must all put our faith in the Lord God,' said Tolstoy, and Barney wasn't sure if she was referring to the group or just herself.

'Oh for crying out loud,' muttered Monroe.

'Are you sure?' asked Petersen.

They had been in the house for just under twenty minutes and had so far yet to bear witness to the shuffling footsteps of Jonah Harrison. Barney and Igor were curious as to what had happened to the old fella. Petersen was growing increasingly nervous. Monroe was having his high level of scepticism duly rewarded. Tolstoy was beginning to think that it was all a complete load of nonsense but knew she had to go through with the whole shebang in order to justify her fee. Ruth was beginning to feel like you do when you call the TV repairman and the flippin' thing starts working fine the second he walks through the door.

'I am the man that hath seen affliction by the rod of his wrath,' began the Reverend Tolstoy, embarking on the odd bit of Lamentations because she thought she ought to be saying something. That thing she'd said to Barney earlier on the phone, about basing her exorcism on a 5th century Aramaic ceremony, had been a complete load of mince. She was just plain winging it. 'He hath led me, and brought me into darkness, but not into light. My flesh and my skin hath he made old; he hath broken my bones.'

'I know how that feels,' said Monroe in a low mutter, still aggrieved that he was between Petersen and Igor.

'He was unto me as a bear lying in wait, and as a lion in secret places. He hath caused arrows of his quiver to enter into my reins. I was a derision to all my people; and their song all the day.'

'Oh, aye?' mumbled Monroe.

'Where are you going with this, exactly?' asked Petersen.

'He hath filled me with bitterness, he hath made me drunken with wormwood. He hath also broken my teeth with gravel stones.'

'Well, you wouldn't want to go to a dentist around here,' muttered Monroe.

'O Lord!' exclaimed Tolstoy, upping the tempo, 'fill us with your grace and your munificence. Come amongst us and be one with our circle of faith. My heart is fix'd, Lord; I will sing, and with my glory praise.'

That ought to do it, thought Barney.

'My God! Moab's my washing-pot,' she blurted on, quoting any old part of the Bible she could get her hands on, 'my shoe I'll over Edom throw.'

'Are you sure you've done this before?' asked Petersen.

'My Beloved Jesus, there is a darkness in this house that rends its very spirit. We beseech you, come into this dark land and free the haunted and accursed souls and let them go on their way to Heaven! Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, but unto thy name give glory, for thy mercy, and for thy truth's sake.'

She paused. She looked upwards at the badly needing painted white ceiling, with a very unpleasant purple floral border. The scepticism around the circle was growing and she was getting the vibe. Time for some more Old Testament, she thought.

'O Heavenly Father, the flesh that toucheth any unclean thing shall not be eaten; it shall be burnt with fire: and as for the flesh, all that be clean shall eat thereof. But the soul that eateth of the flesh of the sacrifice of peace offerings, that pertain unto the Lord, having his uncleanliness upon him, even that soul shall be cut off from his people!'

'She's talking about lunch now,' said Monroe.

'Dear Christ!' she ejaculated.

Took the words right out of my mouth, thought Igor.

'Dear Christ!' she repeated, going off wildly on any tangent which came to mind. 'For there was a deadly destruction throughout all the city; the hand of God was very heavy there. And the men that died not were smitten with the haemorrhoids: and the cry of the city went up to heaven!'

'Don't talk to me about haemorrhoids,' said Monroe bitterly.

'Sshh!' said Barney suddenly. The crisp sharp sound immediately heightened the tension around the circle and brought back the nerves and the adrenaline which had begun to subside. Hands were squeezed more tightly; a couple of them threw anxious glances over their shoulders. It was coming at last. The first noise from Jonah's office.

A chair was pushed in at the desk. The footsteps strode hurriedly across the floor. The door opened. At least, there was the sound of the door opening; the gentle creak of the hinges, the door being dragged across the carpet. The assembled company stared at the door but it had not moved.

Now there was a pause, as if the ghost of Jonah Harrison was standing in the doorway, looking at this absurd circle of six. They couldn't see him but they felt him. They all knew he was there. Even the miserable Monroe could tell there was another, even more miserable, presence in their midst.

'Jonah!' cried Ruth Harrison, looking at the doorway in fear and awe. 'I'm sorry, I'm really sorry! I should have let you into the bathroom. Can you forgive me?'

They held tightly onto one another, each one wary of the unseen manifestation of one man's need to pee.

'And Igor,' she added. 'I'm sorry about Igor!'

'It's hardly your fault he's a hunchback,' said Monroe, whose wariness, to be fair, was bordering on weariness.

'Arf.'

'Cast out this spirit from within these walls, Dear Lord,' burst forth the Reverend Tolstoy, almost in song. 'Allow him at last to relieve the ache within his innermost flesh, allow him to release the burning glory of his bladder, allow him to free his most divine pee from the prison of his urinary tract, and let him travel on once more, through the path of life unto death!'

Barney slung her a look but her eyes were closed, her face pointed upwards, aiming pleadingly at the Lord.

'Cry freedom! dear Christ, and unleash the dogs of waste water!'

Barney smiled ruefully and looked back at the door. Ruth Harrison, however, was fearfully gripping onto his hand, her heart racing, her nerves strained far more tightly than they had been over the previous two days. And, on the other side of her from Barney, her nails were digging into Igor's palms.

Thomas Petersen was even more scared. The Reverend Tolstoy, had she had a second to be honest with herself, would have had to admit to also being consumed by terror, which was why the tone of her voice was becoming more and more agitated with each fervent shout.

'And when he was come into his house, he took a knife, and laid hold on his concubine, and divided her, together with her bones, into twelve pieces, and sent her into all the coasts of Israel!'

'Lost her bleedin' marbles,' said Monroe.

'And in this way, Dear Jesus, divide the eternal urine of Jonah Harrison into twelve pieces and send it into the waste pipes of the land and down to all the coasts of Scotland!'

Just as everyone else in attendance was about to turn upon her, castigate her for being a complete idiot and strike her down with great vengeance, there came another sound from the doorway. Once more blood froze, hearts skipped beats and fingernails dug viciously into the clammy palms of others.

A first, tentative footstep, as if Jonah was unsure whether or not to stride purposefully along the corridor to the bathroom.

'Oh my God!' yelled the Reverend Tolstoy, in such a manner that the meaning was not entirely clear.

'Come on, Jonah,' said Barney, thinking that at least one of them ought to retain some grasp on sense, however bizarre the circumstances.

'Aye,' said Monroe, 'I've missed my afternoon cup of tea because of this, and you know what happens to my kidneys when I do that.'

'My God forbid it me,' wailed the minister, 'that I should do this thing: shall I drink the blood of these men that have put their lives in jeopardy?'

'You're not drinking my flippin' blood,' said Monroe.

'Arf!'

Another footstep and then another more quickly followed. They could not see him, but they knew he was almost upon them. Ruth gasped. Thomas Petersen was terrified and contemplating making a break for it.

'Stand firm!' barked Barney.

'Come amongst us, Jonah!' cried the minister. 'And feel the hand of the Lord upon you!'

Another step and suddenly Jonah was in their midst. As one, each of the six, these hardy four men and two women, could feel his presence, as if his soul was passing straight through them. And each of them suddenly felt the most burning desire to go to the toilet.

Ruth gasped, Tolstoy ejaculated strangely, Petersen whimpered.

'Jesus,' said Barney.

'Good thing I wore my incontinence pants,' said Monroe glumly, even though he had for once found the positive in a situation.

And then, as instantly as it had come, the feeling of intense, bladder-bursting need had passed and Jonah's footsteps trudged on in the direction of the bathroom. Relief swept through each of the six as the sensation of need disappeared, yet they were each left with a great comprehension of Jonah's bane.

'Free him, Lord!' howled the minister, 'now that we have each shared in the anguish of his urinary torment. Free him! Free his soul! Free his urine from its eternal prison!'

Petersen finally cracked and pulled his hand away from Tolstoy. On his other side, Igor held tight and would not let him away.

'Do not break the circle!' shouted Tolstoy, flailing around for Petersen's hand.

'I want to!' he wailed back.

'Hold her hand!' barked Barney authoritatively. 'Do it!'

Petersen swallowed, big wide nervous eyes, and allowed Tolstoy to grab onto his cold and damp fingers.

'Girl,' said Monroe gruffly.

They heard the sound of the bathroom door open and close and then lock, although they did not see it move.

'Here we go, Lord!' screamed Tolstoy, as if Jonah was clean through on the goalkeeper in the last minute of the World Cup Final. 'Freedom!'

She paused. She gripped tightly onto Barney and Petersen. There was a silence, as they stood and waited, bodies tense, every sense strained and directed towards the bathroom.

And then it came. A dribble at first, then quickly a free-flowing stream of gold. And although the burning desire to pee had passed through each of the assembled company and was now gone, they each felt Jonah's enormous relief as finally, with the helping hand of the Lord God, he was able to substantively pee.

'Thank God for that,' said Petersen.

'We must!' exclaimed Tolstoy.

Ruth's shoulders dropped, her head dipped an inch, her grip on the others relaxed, as the strong stream of pee gradually began to wear down after almost a minute.

'But this is just what I've heard before,' she mumbled. 'He's done this a hundred times. He's still here.'

Barney gripped her hand more tightly, as did Igor.

'This is different,' said Tolstoy, her voice suddenly quiet, having lost all the qualities of the TV evangelist which she'd had for the previous ten minutes. 'Feel it, Ruth. It's not just Jonah who is here. God is also amongst us. Jonah will be free, Ruth, believe me.'

'But how will I know?'

She stared at Tolstoy, eyes wide with hope and fear and desperation and a hundred other conflicting emotions.

The toilet flushed. They heard the unmistakable sound of a zipper being pulled up.

'Does the toilet usually flush?' asked Tolstoy.

'Yes,' said Ruth, quietly. 'There's no difference.'

The door to the bathroom opened. Ruth turned quickly to look, her heart suddenly in her mouth.

And there he was. Jonah Harrison. Or, at least, the spectral wraith of Jonah Harrison. They could see through him, back into the bathroom, but he was definitely there, in all his former hugeness.

'Oh, fuck,' said Petersen.

'Dear God,' said Tolstoy. 'Dear God,' she repeated.

'Jonah?' said Ruth. 'Jonah?'

But he was not staring at her. He stood in the doorway for a second, eyes looking nowhere in particular, but with a comforted and fulfilled appearance about him. Then he rubbed his hands together and started to walk towards the circle.

Petersen recoiled; the others held firm.

One, two, three footsteps and he was almost upon them. They tensed. Barney and Igor held firmly onto Ruth, and then the ghost of Jonah Harrison walked through the entwined hands of his widow and Barney Thomson.

'Jonah!' she exclaimed.

But still he did not look at her. There was no acknowledgement from him of the small band of exorcists. He stopped in the middle of the circle, so that each of the six was no more than two feet away from the ghost.

'Dear God, take his soul,' said Tolstoy, thinking she ought to say something.

'Jonah?' said Ruth.

At last he turned and looked directly into the eyes of his widow. He smiled, a look that seemed to forgive her everything. All her mistakes and foibles of the last two days, and all her faults and errors from the previous thirty years.

'Oh, Jonah!' she said, and she pulled her hand away from Barney and held it out towards him.

He stood still. He embraced her with a smile once more, and then slowly his vague appearance, his thin apparition, began to fade.

'Jonah!' she said again, more loudly.

One last smile, one final look between husband and wife, and he was gone and Ruth Harrison was left staring into the face of old Jack Monroe.

'Oh, God,' she said, and then suddenly she was on her knees, her hand slipping free of Igor, great wells of tears suddenly coming from the pit of her stomach.

Barney was about to make a move to comfort her but the Reverend Tolstoy nodded at him and then she bent down beside her and put an arm around her shoulder. Barney and Igor stared at one another and then shivered, as they felt the same footsteps across their graves.

Now that it was over, Petersen backed away from the small crowd and leant against the wall, eyes still wide with fear and awe.

Monroe surveyed the scene for a few seconds.

'Suppose you think that went well,' he muttered.

And, as Ruth Harrison finally wept for her husband, the assorted men of the strange little exorcism turned away and left her and the Reverend Tolstoy alone, to at last submit to her grief.

Barney turned at the top of the stairs and looked back at the two women, kneeling on the floor. He caught Tolstoy's eye and she nodded at him. Barney returned the look and then followed Igor down the stairs and back out of the small house, which was no longer haunted by the ghost of Jonah Harrison.

Satan & Sally

––––––––
Father Andrew Roosevelt was giving a brief interview to a young couple, who had ventured into his presence to ask him to marry them. They had arrived with an appointment a little less than thirty seconds before Jacobs and Ephesian had also arrived to see Roosevelt. Jacobs had wanted to barge in, push the young couple aside and get on with business. Ephesian had instructed that they wait their turn.
And so the two most important men on the island sat outside the small office in the college buildings beside the cathedral, while Father Roosevelt took a short consultation with Sauvignon Medoc and Buster Mack.

Roosevelt looked up from their birth certificates and smiled.

'Everything seems to be in order,' he said. Mind completely distracted by the not unexpected arrival of the Dark Knight and his henchman. Roosevelt was very, very nervous. He could, when the mood took him, be very scathing with young people whom he thought were getting married for the wrong reasons. Medoc and Mack, however, were about to get an easy time of it. Roosevelt's mind was a mess and whatever small part of it was saved for day-to-day parish business, was submerged under layers of anxiety.

'Cool,' said Mack.

'And when is it you'd like to get married?' he asked.

'This Saturday,' said Medoc quickly, then she smiled at Mack and they giggled.

Roosevelt frowned but the objections which should have been there were not in attendance.

'That's, em...' he stumbled, 'that should be fine.'

'Cool.'

'And why have you chosen the Episcopalian Church for your wedding?' asked Roosevelt, the words tripping out because that was what he always asked. And the answer to that question was one he would usually treat with the utmost scorn and derision. In eleven years of asking he had yet to discover anyone under the age of thirty who could explain to him what marked the Episcopalians out as different from the Church of Scotland.

'This is the Episcopalian Church?' asked Medoc.

'Like, I don't even know what that is, Dude!' said Mack.

'Simplistically,' said Roosevelt, 'it refers to church government by bishops.'

'Bring it on!'

'Yeah,' said Medoc. 'Does that mean we get, like, married by a bishop?'

'No,' said Roosevelt, his mind pouring over all the different things which Ephesian was potentially about to throw at him. Principally, he assumed, the fact that he had allowed Lawton to remove the Holy Grail. 'I'm not a bishop.'

'Whatever,' said Medoc, 'we'll still let you do it.'

Roosevelt looked from one of them to the other, mind a thousand miles away. Or, more to the point, actually only about seven yards away. At least the presence of Ephesian meant that there was a lot less likelihood of bloodshed.

Medoc and Mack smiled curiously, recognising the priest's pre-occupation with other matters.

'Everything all right?' asked Medoc.

The words drifted into space and floated around for a while before Roosevelt realised that they'd been directed his way.

'Yes,' he said, 'sorry. Yes, everything's fine.'

He smiled at them.

'When did you two meet?' he asked.

'Last night,' said Mack.

'It was magic,' said Medoc.

They could have told him they hadn't met until that minute, or that they were brother and sister, and he would have gone for it.

'Last night?' said Roosevelt. 'That's lovely. Really lovely.'

'I know you must be very surprised,' said Medoc, despite the fact that Roosevelt looked as though he'd been injected with two litres of Valium, 'but do you believe in love at first sight?'

Roosevelt just heard something about love and nodded. The happy couple held hands and smiled revoltingly at each other.

'We do,' said Medoc. 'And I know what people will think. We're only seventeen, it's too early to make these decisions, but we know, deep down. This is the real thing. I feel like I've known Simon all my life.'

'Buster,' said Mack.

'Buster,' she repeated, and squeezed his hand a little harder. 'But you know, sometimes you just know, don't you?'

'Wicked,' said Mack, and Medoc giggled.

'Wicked?' she laughed. 'No one says wicked anymore. That is so ten years ago.'

She took her hands away and smiled at Roosevelt, as if trying to draw him into the joke.

'Are you dissin' me, bitch?' said Mack.

'You can't call me that,' said Medoc.

'If the straightjacket fits,' replied Mack, which wasn't entirely appropriate but was what his father always said to him.

She gave him the finger and then turned back to Roosevelt.

'It's a good thing I love you,' she said, without looking at him, and at the mere mention of the L word, Mack once again disintegrated into a pile of mush and snuggled up to her shoulder.

Roosevelt watched this little display of love, anguish and reconciliation and then suddenly decided that he couldn't put the others off forever.

'Saturday, one o'clock,' he said quickly, looking at Medoc, as it was apparent she was the brains behind the operation.

'You'll do it?' she asked, surprised.

'Whatever,' he answered. Which probably wasn't the appropriate response under the circumstances, but his mind had moved even further away from this business. 'Come and see me on Friday morning and we can sort out all the details.' And the words if you're still together by then came to mind, which was surprising given how little he was concentrating on the two people across the desk.

'Awesome,' said Mack and stood up.

Medoc giggled.

'No one's said awesome in six years, David.'

'It's Buster,' he said bluntly.

'Yeah, I hear you,' she said. 'No one says awesome. It's so, like, last millennium.'

And off they went, out of the door, to argue and make up and argue again, past the waiting Ephesian and Jacobs and on out into the cold grey afternoon of an April day by the Clyde.

As soon as they had opened the door to the office, Roosevelt could see the two men waiting outside. And now he sat and waited as they slowly rose from their uncomfortable chairs, walked into his office unbidden, and closed the door behind them.

'We need to ask you some questions,' said Jacobs.

Roosevelt anxiously looked from one to the other. Jacobs' eyes burrowed into his head. Ephesian looked at the white collar of Roosevelt's yellow shirt.

'Tea?' suggested Roosevelt pathetically.

Artistic Distemperament

––––––––
They were back in the shop because Barney wasn't entirely sure what else to do. He had offered Igor the chance to finish for the day but had recognised that, as much as he himself, Igor probably craved some normality. A few hours in the place where they both belonged, that was what was required.
They were standing together, as they often seemed to do, at the window looking out on the waves in Millport Bay. The day was getting colder as it progressed towards late afternoon, emphasising the safe comfort and warmth of the shop. Barney glanced at the clock. They had been reopened for just under an hour and, as yet, no customers had come in. Wondering if word had got around that the two of them had been involved in strange dealings of the paranormal.

'Arf,' said Igor quietly, knowing what Barney was thinking.

'Aye,' said Barney.

O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn's being; thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing, yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic red, pestilence-stricken multitudes, thought Igor.

'Aye, but it's supposed to be spring,' said Barney.

'Arf,' said Igor nodding. The seasons are all to cock these days.

'They certainly are.'

The door opened. They turned and looked to their left. A customer had arrived just as they had been expecting there not to be one. Such is the nature of things, after all. Always expect the unexpected...

'Afternoon,' said Barney.

The customer, a dour-looking chap in his early forties with hair that was already short, said nothing, although he did nod uncomfortably.

Barney indicated the chair, the bloke took off his coat, handed it to Igor because Igor was waiting to take it from him, and then took his place in the big chair.

'What'll it be?' asked Barney, as Igor hung up the fellow's coat and then lifted his broom and started to sweep something up.

'Haircut,' said the man brusquely and without any hint of humour or impending elaboration.

'Number one at the sides, finger length on the top?' asked Barney.

The guy caught Barney's eye in the mirror and nodded. Possibly smiled awkwardly but it was hard to tell. Barney made his usual quick three second assessment of the napper before him, draped the cape and the towel around the bloke's shoulders and then lifted the electric razor and clipped on the number one.

'It's getting cold again,' he said casually, as he got the razor up and running and started to make smooth majestic sweeps along the side of the customer's head.

Igor glanced up. You've more chance of getting me to talk, he thought.

'Igor was just saying it's like autumn, and he's right,' said Barney as his next gambit.

The man stared into his own reflection.

Barney waited a few seconds, started to bring the razor round to the back of the head, then continued with, 'We were at an exorcism this afternoon. Igor and I. Pretty weird but glad we did it all the same, I think. Eh, Igor?'

'Arf.'

Barney caught the customer's eye in the mirror but he wasn't biting. He was, however, shuffling around under the cape trying to dig something out of one of his pockets. Barney, while not switching off the razor, at least took it away from the immediate vicinity of his head, while he looked curiously at the man to see what he was going to produce.

Eventually, through the folds of material, the bloke came up with a small card which he held aloft. Barney took it from him, finally turning off the razor.
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He read it, thought about how wonderful it would be to have something like that and to have the balls to use it, and then offered it to Igor. Igor didn't take it but gave him a rueful smile.

'Seen it before, eh?' said Barney.

'Arf.'

Barney handed the card back to the customer, switched the razor back on, waited until the bloke had returned the card to his pocket and then began again on the back of his head.

Then he thought, bugger you, you cheeky bastard.

'Could do with one of them, myself sometimes,' said Barney. 'Must be pretty handy thing to have. I mean, does it work if you're in court or the police come to your door?'

The customer stared stony-faced at himself in the mirror.

'Are there other cards in the series? I mean, do you have positive cards which actually say something, to save you asking a question?'

He looked at Igor, who sort of smiled back.

'That'd take the hassle out of all sorts of tricky conversational situations, eh, Igor? First time you meet a woman in a bar. You could just hand over your card which says, I'm weird so I can't talk to you. However, I'd like to buy you a drink and have sex later. Nod once if you're in agreement.'

Igor laughed. The customer didn't.

'Still, you're a deaf, mute hunchback and you manage fine without that, eh?' said Barney, catching Igor's eye in the mirror.

Igor smiled again, this time a little more sheepishly, deciding that he probably wouldn't ever let Barney see one of his This man is a deaf, mute hunchback. Please take pity on him and let him buy you a drink and have sex cards.

'Funny old world,' said Barney.

The customer said nothing.

'I mean,' Barney continued, intent on a rambling soliloquy, 'had this guy in the other day, who'd said he'd visited every country on the planet. Listed them all, as well. Apparently he was born in Uganda. And every time a country splits into two, or changes its name even, he has to go back. Quite fascinating. Where was the last place he'd been again? Aye, Belarus. Visited a friend in Minsk. And here's the thing about Minsk...'

*** 

Jacobs cracked his knuckles. It was a primitive gesture but he could tell that the sound went straight down Roosevelt's spine. Ephesian glanced to his side, hoping this could be as painless as possible.

'Why?' said Jacobs coldly.

'I've told you,' Roosevelt answered quickly. 'He said he'd been sent by Mr Ephesian. This has always been an honest brotherhood, I had no reason to think that the bond would be undermined at this stage.'

'You knew the Grail had been uncovered,' said Ephesian, before Jacobs could interject more forcefully. 'You knew that the Day of Days is almost upon us. The Brotherhood is made of mortal men, Father, and as such itself has the characteristics of mortal men. Jealousy and rivalry and hate. You cannot see the heart of the beast without looking beneath the surface.'

'I am sorry,' said Roosevelt. 'I am a man of God. I have put my trust in the Lord and in his people, my fellow man. I cannot allow suspicion to rule my life.'

Ephesian stared at Roosevelt's chest. He liked the man; he even liked his argument. Life would be easier if everyone could be trusted. It was also his own basic instinct, one which had had to be suppressed as he had progressed in his business life. If you wanted to get ahead in almost any line of work, there was no place for honesty and trust. He had often found that out to his cost in the early days and thank God he'd always had Jacobs on hand to bail him out.

'Very well,' said Ephesian, 'what's done is done. We must move on. Have you any idea where the Grail is now?'

'I don't know!' blurted Roosevelt. 'Why don't you ask Lawton, it was he who took it.'

Ephesian glanced at Jacobs, who managed to acknowledge his boss without distracting his eyes from the interrogation of Roosevelt.

Ephesian paused, Jacobs stared, Roosevelt wilted. Felt the eyes of the other two men strip him bare down to his soul and then set him on a spit to roast over a fire.

'What?' said Roosevelt.

'He's in hospital,' replied Ephesian. 'He was assaulted.'

'With Archie Gemmill,' added Jacobs brutally. 'He's in a coma, might never get out.'

'Oh, dear God!' said Roosevelt, and his hand clutched at the small cross which he wore around his neck. 'Dear God,' he repeated, heart racing, eyes wide.

'We must be strong, Father,' said Ephesian quietly. 'We must.'

Roosevelt leant back, his hand still clutching the cross, staring at the ceiling. Tears started to form in the corners of his eyes. Jacobs looked at him with complete contempt.

'If you hadn't given him the Grail, it wouldn't have happened,' he said bitterly.

'Simon!' barked Ephesian. 'Enough.'

Roosevelt tried to choke back the emotion and the guilt, yet his tears began to flow and become more audible.

'Father,' said Ephesian gently, 'you have to control yourself. You acted in good faith. You have nothing for which to chastise yourself. Lawton has no one to blame but himself. It was he who chose to extract the Grail prematurely. It is because of this that he paid the price. No one will ever blame you for the attack.'

The words went as far over his head as had the earlier words of Sauvignon Medoc and her trusty new boyfriend, Buster.

'We need your help now, Father,' said Ephesian. 'Now is our time of need and now is when you can play your part in the greatest event to happen in the world in two thousand years.'

'The man is in a coma!' exclaimed Roosevelt without looking down.

'That others may live their lives in harmony!' responded Ephesian strongly, a more apt phrase than his original thought of It's only Lawton. 'Let not Lawton's ordeal be in vain, Father. The Grail is no longer at his house. Whoever attacked him, took the Grail. You must tell us everything you know, everything about what happened when Lawton came to the cathedral to collect the Grail. We need clues, Father, and you are all we have at the moment. You must tell us everything.'

Roosevelt finally lowered his head and looked into Ephesian's eyes, even if those eyes were not staring directly back. He could feel the brutal gaze of Jacobs upon him.

'I have nothing to tell, Grand Master,' he said eventually, the tears streaked down his face. 'I am sorry. I saw nothing.'

Ephesian twitched and in an instant could feel the temper rise within him. He needed to be in control and this just sent him much further away from where he wanted to be.

'Fuck,' he blurted out, the only manifestation of his wrath.

Jacobs glanced at his boss, then cracked his knuckles once more and looked back at Roosevelt.

The Eponymous Phat

––––––––
Luigi Linguini stood by the window in Ephesian's office, looking down over the long sweep of the hill, the golf course to his right, the dull firth beneath him, the dull hills of Bute and Arran beyond. Almost recognised the stark beauty of a grey afternoon in Scotland but his natural cynicism about the place prevailed and he quickly turned away, a cold shiver rippling down his body.
'You'd think he'd have the heating on. In Italy, we'd have the stinkin' heating on. Of course, the stinkin' sun would shine for more than two minutes at a time in Italy.'

He checked the time then turned and examined the room. He had been all over the house in the hour or so since Ephesian and Jacobs had gone out. Having no idea how long they would be, he was prepared to be walked in on at any moment, but his basic confidence allowed him to not worry about that. It would be dealt with if and when it happened. And it might just be that he would take up residence somewhere in the house until the evening.

The house had nineteen rooms, most of which were obviously rarely used. Classic bachelor's large house. Kitchen, bathroom and Jacobs' rooms aside, only four rooms were actually ever occupied. The bedroom, the office and dining room overlooking the west coast of the island, and the study at the front of the house. It didn't mean that whatever he was looking for – and he wasn't entirely sure what that was – would not be kept in one of the other rooms, but he knew men and their simplicity. If there was anything significant in the house, it would be in one of the three rooms downstairs.

He had just spent twenty minutes in the office going through the drawers, examining the artefacts on the shelves and the pictures on the walls. It was time to have a closer look at the study.

He pulled his jacket more tightly around him, began to wonder what his helpless idiot of a colleague was doing, and then dismissed the thought and walked back out into the hall.

*** 

'So, who else would know about the Grail?' wondered Ephesian, as Jacobs drove the car slowly away from the cathedral down to George Street.

Jacobs gave Ephesian a quick glance then turned back to the road. He was well used to his employer's inability to think laterally, his continued trust on face value, no matter how obvious it would seem to others that there was a lie staring him in the face. It was that which had made him a constant butt of practical jokes in his school days, something else which had forced him to retreat further into the dark realms of diffidence.

'It must be one of the Brotherhood,' Ephesian continued. 'My God, that they should choose this moment.' He began to run through the members of the cabal in his head, wondering which one of them was the most likely to jeopardise their magnificent enterprise. And not for a second did the thought occur to him that it would be for any reason other than money.

'Lawton must have spoken to one of the others,' he said, as Jacobs took the car past the tiny St. Andrews church and along towards the grounds of the Garrison. 'Greed can do the most brutal things to the minds of men.'

He looked at Jacobs for the first time since leaving the cathedral buildings.

'Which of them...' and he let the words tail off. Rubbed his left thumb into the palm of his right hand. 'We need to speak to them all,' he said, feeling strangely discomfited by Jacobs' silence. 'In whom was Lawton most likely to confide of our number?'

'Mr Ephesian!' snapped Jacobs suddenly.

Ephesian turned sharply, lowering his gaze and fixing his eyes on the cigarette lighter. Jacobs gripped the steering wheel, trying to control his impatience. Fifty-seven years of servitude had made him quite used to his employer's closed mind but sometimes he needed to be brought sharply to heel. Not everything was black and white. Not everyone could be taken at face value. People lied.

Ephesian said nothing. Jacobs turned right and drove up the road towards East Farm.

'We need look no farther than Father Roosevelt.'

'What do you mean?' asked Ephesian quickly.

'He's lying.'

'He's a priest!'

Jacobs snorted.

'He's a priest,' Ephesian repeated, more forcefully.

Fifty yards short of the farm, past the woods where the ground opened out with fields on both sides, the cathedral now up on the small hill to their right, Jacobs pulled the car into the side of the road. Ephesian stared straight ahead, eyes on the flattened and dried out remains of a long dead roadkill.

'Sir, he's lying.'

'Why? Are you saying that he attacked Lawton?'

'Yes!'

'Why? If he had the Grail, if he wanted money, then why not mention it there? He had us in his office, why let us go without making his demand? He knows we need the Grail by tonight.'

'It's not about money!'

Ephesian turned. This time their eyes connected, a quick flash. Ephesian's head twitched violently and he looked away.

'What d'you mean? What else is there?'

Jacobs kept his eyes on Ephesian, daring him to look back.

'I've monitored the movements of the Brotherhood ever since we arrived on the island, Grand Master,' said Jacobs. 'You know I have. And particularly this week.'

He paused, eyes still narrowed and demanding. Ephesian's head spasmed again, twice, sharp jolts. Struggling to keep control, but he didn't want to erupt in violent temper. He wanted to curl up; he wanted the problems to go away.

'Lawton had no friends,' said Jacobs slowly. 'He kept no association. There is no way, no conceivable way, that he shared his secret with others in the Brotherhood. I know he told us, I know he was foolish enough to approach Ping Phat, but that was taking the secret up the chain, to see what he could get for himself. There is no way he would have taken it sideways.'

'Why take it to anyone? Why not just blackmail us?'

'Because he was impetuous. He was stupid. He told you and he told Ping Phat because he could not contain himself. But he quickly realised how foolish he'd been. That was why he decided to retrieve the Grail for himself.'

Ephesian breathed deeply, staring blankly up the road. Feeling his head was about to explode, information overload. Not yet seeing that this simplified everything. If Roosevelt was the culprit, if it was that straightforward, then their problems could be resolved much more easily than he'd been anticipating.

'So why did Roosevelt give Lawton the Grail?' asked Ephesian.

Jacobs stared sharply at Ephesian, teeth clenched. Look at me, he thought, just look at me for once in your fucking life!

'He didn't give him it! He didn't know where it was until Lawton took it. He must have followed him to his house and retrieved it for himself.'

'But he said he didn't know where it was.'

'He was lying!' shouted Jacobs, then he stopped while he brought himself under control. It was years, maybe even decades, since he'd lost his temper at Ephesian. 'He was lying,' he repeated, his voice struggling with rage. 'He does not want the Grail to be found! As soon as it had been taken from the Cathedral he retrieved it and took it out of our reach.'

'But why?'

'I don't know. Perhaps, now that the day has come, he is against our goals. He would not be the only one of his kind to feel that way, were it the case. This thing that we have all worked so long to achieve, this bane that has been passed down through the generations, this truth that binds us, it will split the churches of the world. That is why the Italians are on the island. But it is not just Rome who will be offended or disbelieving. Every church, every single one will be rent asunder. Who knows for whom Roosevelt is working. It might be the Episcopalians. He might just be doing it for himself.'

'We need proof.'

'We have the proof,' said Jacobs. 'The facts are there before us, sir. The only people who knew about the Grail find were us, Ping Phat and Roosevelt.'

He stopped. He looked at Ephesian. Ephesian turned and stared at Jacobs. Suddenly this time their eyes locked. Ephesian felt sucked in by it, although he found the feeling of looking directly at someone horribly disconcerting, until, with a shake of the head, he managed to pull himself away and look out up the road.

'Ping Phat can't be on the island already,' said Ephesian.

Jacobs stared along the same stretch of road, the sudden little moment of epiphany turning his convictions about Roosevelt to dust.

'I don't know,' he said.

Silence descended on the car. Ephesian could feel his insides begin to churn and grind, could feel the sickness at his core worsen by the second. Jacobs was suddenly aware of nervousness, the final piece in the jigsaw having seemed to be about to fall into place, now once more out of reach.

He angrily put the car into second gear and screeched quickly away from the kerb.

*** 

The doorbell rang. Luigi Linguini sat in the leather chair looking out to the far end of the golf course. He had seen the people arrive at the front gate and had ducked down into the chair, its back turned to the window overlooking the driveway.

Sit it out, presumably whoever it was would leave in a short while, and then he could continue his search of the room. So far he had been in there for ten minutes and had yet to uncover anything. His task was undoubtedly hampered by the fact that he had no idea what he was looking for.

The doorbell rang again. Suddenly he leapt out of the chair and walked through the room. Balls, he thought to himself. Balls!

Into the hall, switching into character and he opened the front door with a flourish, ready to greet his visitors.

'Good afternoon,' he said, smiling. 'How can I help you?'

There were five people before him, arranged in ascending order so that the most important was clearly at the back, currently turned away and looking down across the island.

'You will be Mr Jacobs,' said the woman at the head of the queue.

'Yes,' he said smoothly. 'And who can I say is calling?' he added, playing the part.

'We are Ping Phat,' said the woman.

Luigi nodded. He had heard the name before after all and looked along the row of Chinese men and women until he reached the face at the back, now turned expectantly towards him. Ping Phat might have lost out on a few doughnuts to Jonah Harrison, but he was at the very least eating at the same bakery bar.

'Mr Ephesian is home, no?' asked the woman.

Luigi smiled.

'He is home, no,' he said. 'Just stepped out for a short time. Perhaps you would like to wait.'

The woman bowed her head and said, 'That would be most delicious.'

Luigi took a step back and ushered the communion of Chinese into the house, before closing the front door.

'In here if you please,' he said, directing them to the west wing of the house, into Ephesian's office.

The Chinese filed into the room, Luigi walking serenely after them, wondering where it was all going to lead. Once assembled they all stood looking at him with some anticipation, Ping Phat himself in their midst, regarding Luigi with expectant eyebrow.

'Can I get you...' Luigi began to say, and then let the sentence drift off as he wondered what exactly would be appropriate to offer these people at this time of the day.

'It is wonderful you to meet, my brother,' said Ping Phat suddenly.

Luigi found himself putting his palms together and bowing. Luigi, he thought to himself, get a fucking grip!

'And you, Mr Phat,' said Luigi.

Ping Phat burst into a ridiculous laugh.

'Ping! Ping!' he said. 'Let us not be formal after all this time.'

'Ping,' said Luigi, warily.

'Strange that the works of Robert Louis Stevenson we have to thank,' said Ping Phat. 'After such a long search we had.'

Luigi nodded. Jesus, he thought, this guy sounds like stinkin' Yoda for Chrisssake.

Robert Louis Stevenson!

'Close we are,' said Phat. 'Delicious it is to be here at such an auspicious time. Delicious, yes.'

Robert Louis Stevenson...

Luigi nodded, smiled again. Time to get out of Dodge before they cottoned on to the fact that he wasn't Jacobs. Which they already would have done if Ping Phat had not left his PA behind in Paris, choosing instead to travel with two bodyguards, a personal trainer and his Principal Private Secretary.

Tea, he thought, that's what these people drink.

'Can I offer you some tea?' he asked, attempting as much formality as possible.

Ping Phat smiled. Recognised, he thought, a butler's inherent need to serve.

'Kind of you that is,' he said. 'Tea we will all take.'

'Very good, sir,' said Luigi, then he backed off quickly, left the room and closed the door behind him.

He breathed a sigh of relief at having managed to escape, took a second or two to compose himself, and then walked quickly back into the study, not entirely sure what he was going to be able to unearth but at least with some idea of where to look.

Bunglestiltskin

––––––––
'So I'm on a ski lift, you see, suspended in mid-air, nowhere to go. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a snake appears at my side, in the unoccupied half of the chair.'
'What kind of snake?'

The guy shook his head.

'Don't know. Know nothing about snakes, not my line. I'm in women's toiletries.'

'Cool.'

'So what did the snake do?' asked the customer from behind.

Igor looked up from behind his broom so that he could more clearly see the bloke's lips in the mirror. Usually he didn't need to because he had heard all these customers' stories a hundred times, but this one was new. For most of these old geezers, all the interesting things had happened decades previously. Dreams were just about the only way for them to update their lives.

'He bit me,' said the guy, currently under the razor and receiving the benefit of a fantastic Jude Law.

'Snakes are as snakes do,' said Barney.

'Exactly,' said the bloke.

'Was it poisonous?' asked Garrett Carmichael, who had come into the shop to establish the progress of Barney's paperwork.

'Viciously,' said the guy. 'The minute it bites me I can feel myself start to ebb away.'

'What happened to the snake?'

'I don't know,' he replied lightly. 'It vanished or something. Anyway, the chairlift gets to the end and there I am, running around like a lunatic looking for the antidote. I can feel myself dying. I'm stopping people, grabbing at them, asking for their help. Jings, I'm stopping small children in the street asking if they know what their mother keeps in the medicine cabinet.'

'In the street?' asked Barney. 'Thought you were at the top of a chairlift?'

'It was a dream,' he said casually, 'locations come and go.'

'Got you.'

'Did you die?' asked the old geezer at the back.

'Nah,' said the Jude Law.

'They say if you die in your dreams you really die in your bed,' chipped in Garrett Carmichael from behind.

'So what happened?' asked Barney.

Jude Law shrugged.

'I woke up with the missus sticking her elbows into my ribs. Said I'd been chuntering. Jings, if I'd had a million pounds for every time I could've elbowed her for chuntering,' and he shook his head, then paused, and then he shook his head again.

'Snake dreams are pretty serious,' said the old guy behind.

Ain't that the truth, thought Igor in agreement.

'Just a rehash of the day's events,' muttered Jude.

'What happened to you yesterday?' said Garrett Carmichael.

'The snake symbolises fears and worries that you might not yet be aware you have,' said Barney. 'That's what they say.'

'It's phallic, isn't it?' ventured Carmichael. 'It represents dangerous sexual desires, something like that. Must be someone you want to sleep with who you shouldn't, eh?'

Jude grunted.

'Aye,' said the old codger from the back, 'and someone with a phallus at that. I've always wondered about the way you combed your moustache.'

'Ach, bugger off,' muttered Jude.

'But then,' offered Carmichael, who had happened to stumble upon one of her favourite subjects, 'the snake also signifies that there is someone in your life you don't trust. Who's that then?'

'My lawyer,' he said quickly, catching her eye in the mirror, and she laughed.

'Arf,' said Igor, looking at Barney.

Barney nodded.

'Igor reckons that the snake implies that you're going to attain an arch enemy, and only if you overcome the snake in your dream will you be able to overcome the enemy.'

'Jings, I'm ninety-one for pity's sake, I have trouble overcoming my two shredded wheat in the morning. And where am I going to get an enemy at this stage?'

'I reckon it's the race-against-time factor that's the more worrying for you,' said the other old guy.

'He might have a point,' said Carmichael. 'It means you're stressed and can't cope with the pressures of modern life.'

'Modern life? I spend my day sitting in a near comatose heap in front of the television! The only stress I have is whether I'm going to have enough cotton hankies to mop up my drool. That and all the other weird and disgusting gunk and fluid that emanates from your body by the time you get to this age.'

Barney hesitated as he steered the scissors around the left ear. It's just plain better not to be reminded of some things.

'Turned cold again,' he said mundanely.

'Aye,' said someone in agreement.

'You had a chance to look at those papers, Mr Thomson?' asked Carmichael.

Barney looked at the clock. Glanced at the waiting customer, back at the Jude Law, took a quick look out onto the near-deserted street along the sea front.

'Can I deduce from the prevaricative essence of your rejoinder that you have yet to scrutinize the portfolio?'

'If I can deduce from the question that you're assuming I haven't read them yet, aye, you're right.'

'And the other lawyers?' she asked. 'You've contacted them?'

Barney turned fully round, remembering to lift the scissors from the Jude Law as he did so, and said, 'I used to watch Petrocelli when I was younger. I'll be all right.'

She gazed at him thinking that here was another man who thought he knew better than a lawyer. And even though she knew he was not going to be caught out in any way on this, it would serve Barney Thomson right if he were to get shafted by some manner of means.

'Be it on your head,' she replied bluntly.

Barney smiled at the motherly tone, then turned back to the Jude.

'See you later,' he threw over his shoulder as an invitation for her to leave.

She shook her head, rose from her chair, glanced and then smiled at Igor, who muttered something that sounded like arf, before bowing to his brushwork. Garrett Carmichael then left the premises and the status quo of the bastion of manhood was once again regained.

'The night before,' said Jude Law, 'I dreamt I was going to a new school. What's that all about?'

'Unresolved childhood anxieties,' said Barney and the other customer in unison.

Arf, thought Igor in agreement.

*** 

The car slowed as it pulled into the driveway. Jacobs and Ephesian glanced at each other as they saw the Renault Scenic parked to the left of the house. Ephesian twitched.

'D'you recognise it?' he asked, as Jacobs brought the car up behind the Renault.

'No,' he said. 'I don't.' Then he quickly got out and walked round to open the door for Ephesian.

Ephesian hesitated and then stepped out into the chill of the afternoon. He took a moment to taste the sea air, something which he always did. A few deep breaths, fingers tensing and relaxing. Jacobs waited impatiently, recognising his need for routine, but thinking that this was one time when it would be wise to forego it. Forgetting, in a time of crisis, that for a man such as Ephesian, the more stressful things became, the more necessary routine became.

'Ping Phat?' said Ephesian eventually.

'Quite possibly,' replied Jacobs. 'Nice that he feels so at home that he let himself in.'

'What are we going to do?'

Jacobs stared at his boss. There was no point in trying to second-guess Phat because neither of them had any insight into how his mind worked. They knew his routine, they knew the people who worked for him, they knew some of his goals, at least. But in their long association, Ping Phat had continually surprised them, beginning with his involvement with the Brotherhood in the first place.

'We go in, we talk to him, we see what he wants and if he has anything to demand of us. Try to establish if he has the Grail. We had our little moment of epiphany back there but it doesn't mean we were right. My initial premise might still be accurate. Roosevelt could be the man.'

Ephesian breathed heavily through his nose.

'Perhaps Roosevelt and Phat are working together,' he said in a low cold voice.

'Perhaps,' said Jacobs. 'Perhaps it is not even Ping Phat who awaits inside. We should stop making assumptions, go in, find out everything we can in as short a time as possible and then retreat somewhere to establish our strategy.'

'Yes,' said Ephesian.

And with determination mustered as much as possible, they marched into the house.

Who Built Thebes?

––––––––
They walked into the office to be greeted by the five faces pregnant with expectation, waiting for a nice cup of tea. Neither Jacobs nor Ephesian had ever met Ping Phat before, but here they were walking in on a Chinese sea; there was no doubt whose company had descended upon them, and in the midst of the five, there was no doubt which one of them had the presence, the charisma and the authority. The short stocky figure in the middle, his back turned to the door as they entered, looking down on the cold grey sea far below.
Ping Phat turned and stared at the two men. As he presumed that he had already met Jacobs, he had no idea who the man standing next to Ephesian might be. Ephesian himself, however, was instantly recognisable. Ping Phat knew far more about Ephesian than Ephesian realised.

'Mr Ephesian,' he said, 'delighted I am.'

And he strode forward, hand outstretched.

'Ping,' said Ephesian without the requisite level of enthusiasm, as usual his voice betraying every negative feeling that coursed through his body. Ping Phat laughed.

'This is Simon Jacobs, my man,' said Ephesian, nodding minimally in his direction, hoping that this introduction might lead Ping Phat to introduce the other four characters who he'd brought with him. Stopped himself saying what he considered to be the more appropriate So you let yourselves in then?

Ping Phat regarded Jacobs with curiosity, ignoring for a couple of seconds the outstretched hand. Eventually he accepted it and smiled inquisitively.

'I believed Mr Jacobs I had already met,' he said. 'An individual most helpful.'

'We have not met before, sir,' said Jacobs, shaking his head and doing the Jeeves thing. Although by now, after a couple of days of full-on stress, Jacobs had more of the Jeeves-by-way-of-Hannibal-Lecter look about him.

'Know that do I,' said Ping Phat, who was sticking to his Yoda-by-way-of-Yoda-with-a-dash-of-Yoda routine.

Ephesian stared at Ping Phat's nose wishing that something would just make sense. His head twitched, he began to feel the pressure build inside his skull. Deep breath, then another, determined not to betray the agonies to anyone else.

The woman stepped forward to Ping Phat's right and nodded deferentially at Ephesian.

'I believe that Mr Phat's confusion comes from our earlier meeting some ten minutes ago with your butler, who allowed us to enter the house and is currently brewing a pot of tea for our consumption. He led us to believe that he was Mr Jacobs.'

'I'm the butler,' said Jacobs. 'I'm Jacobs.'

He stared between Ephesian and Phat, didn't even glance at the woman, then muttered, 'Shit,' and headed quickly to the door. Stopped in the doorway and turned back.

'What did he look like?' he asked, directing the question at Ping Phat.

Ping Phat raised an eyebrow at the tone, unused to anyone talking to him in that way.

'He had black hair, quite a dark complexion,' said the woman. 'Mediterranean perhaps.'

Jacobs glanced quickly at Ephesian, who almost returned the look, but his eyes had now dropped to the floor. He desperately needed to retreat from the room and from these people.

'Fuck,' said Jacobs, fully aware of who it was who had been in the house, and he ran out to start the search, slamming the door behind him. As if it was all Ping Phat's fault.

Ephesian turned and stared at the door. He was going to have to get out. He needed to lie down or fall down or drop down. Anything.

'Abrupt Mr Jacobs is,' said Ping Phat, the right level of admonition in his voice. Had expected more from Ephesian and his staff.

Ephesian did not answer.

'Is there a problem about which Mr Phat should be told?' asked the woman.

Ephesian twitched again, this time his whole body seeming to spasm.

Head down and he was on his way out. There were some words of apology on the tip of his tongue but they never fully formed. Some strange sound escaped from his lips, and it may even have been a variation on the syllable arf, and then he opened the door and quickly walked into the hall and turned up the stairs, leaving the Phat collective to themselves.

Ping Phat looked at his watch, then at each of his team in turn, and then finally his gaze fell on the drinks cabinet.

'Well,' he said, 'fuck this. If they're not going to bring us tea, we may as well help ourselves to some of the single malt he has there. Sam,' he said to one of the bodyguards, 'find the kitchen and bring us some ice.'

'Yes, sir,' said the bodyguard and off he went.

Jacobs had already visited the kitchen, as he had done every room on the ground floor in less than a minute, before thumping upstairs marginally behind Ephesian. The more thorough search would come after he had established on the first quick viewing that Luigi Linguini was nowhere to be seen.

However, when in time he had taken the more methodical approach and gone through every hidden corner in every room, there would still be no sign of the Italian who had dared to impersonate one of the Brotherhood. Luigi Linguini had left the building.

A Needle Pulling Thread

––––––––
The old fella beneath Barney's scissors was not at all responsive, but it was nearly the end of the day and Barney felt like talking. Half way through an elaborate Red Hot Chilli Pepper and flowing nicely, Barney was in the groove. Igor was sweeping up behind. There were no other customers waiting. A curious day was drawing to a close, although Barney had no idea of the drama and downright excitement which had still to happen.
'And here's another one,' he continued, some way into a monological dissertation on bad song lyrics. 'Ray, a drop of golden sun. A drop of golden sun?' All right, so Barney wasn't exactly being this century, but it was his shop and he could talk about what he wanted. 'A ray of sunshine can hardly be described as a drop. A drop? Seriously, a drop's a tiny thing. A rain-drop. Tiny. A ray isn't a drop. Why didn't they use beam or streak or shaft or stream? They're all good words, and they're all one syllable 'n' all. Ray, a beam of golden sun! What's wrong with that? They could've used any of those words. What were they thinking?'

Barney looked at the customer in the mirror, his face going along with the what were they thinking line. The customer, an old fella with grey hair and a look of sagacity in his eyes, stared at Barney for a while, then slowly reached inside the cape and produced a card, which he held up for Barney to take from him. Barney smiled and took it as offered, wondering what profession this guy was going to have which would excuse him from conversation. The card, however, offered no profession, only philosophy.

He who knows does not speak.

He who speaks does not know.

Lao Tzu  604-531 BC

Barney stared at it for a second, nodded appreciatively and then handed it to Igor. Igor read it, nodded appreciatively and then slipped it into his pocket.

'Might start using that myself,' he said, although it disappointingly came out as arf.

'You should,' said Barney.

He looked at the customer again. The old fella held his gaze for a second or two and then looked down at the shelf in front of him, believing his point to have been made.

'I always used to think that Stipe sang Don't blow your head off in the middle of Everybody Hurts,' said Barney, at least bringing his chat a little up to date, even if he was completely ignoring the centuries-old Chinese philosophy.

*** 

James Randolph sat on a bench along the sea front not too far from the barbershop. Legs crossed, jacket buttoned up, the wind blowing the invigorating smell of the sea into his face. Feeling more relaxed than he had in a long time, the fact that he had to kill someone that evening notwithstanding. The principal defining factor in his mood was that he had his method of murder. He was, for once in his life, about to pleasantly surprise his employer.

He had left the barbershop that morning with an idea in mind, which he had then spent three hours on the internet perfecting. It seemed so simple, yet he felt sure it had a glorious originality to it. All the best things in life have simplicity in them, of course. He should have known that right from the start. After having spent three days thinking up more and more elaborate plans to commit murder, he should have known that the idea when it came to him would be beautifully austere.

He had followed his few hours on the internet with a quick trip up to Glasgow and now he was back in Millport armed with all the necessary ingredients to commit the crime.

His relationship with Ephesian was peculiar and not one which was formally laid down on any contractual basis. He was nominally a part-time casual employee, yet one who was required to do something on Ephesian's behalf around the town on most days. Rarely, however, did he ever impress his boss. He would carry out his tasks with the minimum of fuss and little imagination, but as long as he achieved his goals to some degree, he knew he could rely on Ephesian's loyalty. Tonight, however, for the first time in as long as he could remember, he really was going to impress him.

He had no idea, of course, that Ephesian had moved on into a thick morass, a sea of troubles like he had never imagined, and that he had already relieved Randolph of his duties. Jacobs had now been tasked with committing the murder to drain the blood that was required for the ceremony. Jacobs had also been tasked with getting rid of Randolph.

Ephesian, however, had never done his two-week personnel management course on an island in the middle of a Welsh lake, living on worms and beetles and Fruit Loops, running over hot coals in his bare feet, and masturbating himself into a frenzy in a mass polyglot of chanting, cannibalistic sub-mutants. He wasn't versed in business best practice of passing information down the chain of command. And so Randolph had not been kept abreast of the decision-making process and was unaware of how Ephesian envisioned things panning out.

James Randolph, happy in his ignorance, turned round on his bench every now and again and looked at the short stretch of the shopfront along Shore Street, which encompassed both the barbershop and the small solicitor's office of Garrett Carmichael, checking that his prey was still at work for the late afternoon.

He looked back out to sea then picked up the plastic bag which had been sitting on the bench beside him and held it in his lap. It was plain yellow, good quality, no supermarket advertising on the side, something in which Randolph always took a strange pleasure. This evening, however, it was the contents which were much more important.

Across the water, above the hills of Arran, the sun was, for the first time that day, beginning to force its way through the clouds, so that long, translucent drops of golden sun were streaking from the clouds down onto the sea.

'Drops?' said Randolph quietly to himself. 'You can hardly call them drops.'

*** 

Jacobs walked into the bedroom. The late afternoon sun, which James Randolph was watching smother the sea in new light, was also shining brightly into the only room upstairs in the big house which was ever occupied. He stood in the middle of the room staring at Ephesian, waiting for the man to turn and look at him. Knew that he would not but thought that he ought to give him the opportunity.

Ephesian was aware of the presence in the room. Knew it would be Jacobs but could not bring himself to turn. His world was unravelling before him. Every time he attempted to get things into some kind of order, every time Jacobs managed to persuade him that the pieces were falling into place, they immediately suffered another setback.

He was sitting at his window seat, another vantage point from where he frequently watched the firth below, although now his head was in his hands and he was swaying very slightly from side to side.

'Sir,' said Jacobs quietly but with urgency and annoyance.

Ephesian twitched. He wasn't turning, not yet. He had another couple of hours to sit here at least, head down. He wanted Jacobs to go away and sort everything out, before returning later in the evening to tell him that all the problems had been taken care of. And he wanted Jacobs to tell him that Ping Phat was on his way back to fucking China.

Ping Phat! He had a sudden and very uncomfortable thought that Phat might have come up the stairs with Jacobs and be at this moment standing in the doorway, laughing silently at him. So some strange fear of embarrassment it was that suddenly roused him from his mental prison and he stood up quickly, his heart beating wildly, staring at Jacobs.

Ping Phat wasn't there but Ephesian's breaths still came in short stabs, he still felt the unnerving touch of a cold sweat.

'The Italian is gone,' said Jacobs. 'We can't worry about him. He's taken nothing, he will have found nothing.'

'Are you sure?' asked Ephesian, looking at the carpet.

'Yes,' said Jacobs. 'Now that Ping Phat is here we must use it to our advantage. Establish what he is after, establish whether he has the Grail.'

Ephesian's head twitched; his entire upper body seemed to accompany the movement.

'He is a straightforward man,' continued Jacobs. 'If he has the Grail, he will not hide it from us. He will make demands. That is how he works. If he does not possess it, we can return to our original assumption. Then we target Father Roosevelt and we should be in possession of the Grail before late evening.'

Ephesian trembled again, a more minor tremor.

'Let's go, sir,' said Jacobs. 'Once we have the Grail, I can commit the required murder, you can speak to Anthony about indoctrinating him into the brotherhood, and then we can relax for the last couple of hours before the rite. We are almost there.'

This time Ephesian managed to listen to him and to accept the words without the accompanying facial spasm. Jacobs had done it again. Smoothed over the worst of the events, put as good a spin on the facts as possible.

Ephesian felt a shiver course its way through his body. He stared at the door and breathed deeply. Time to meet Ping Phat, fragile self-assurance currently intact.

'Right, come on,' he said, as if he felt some basic need to at least act like he was in charge.

'Very good, sir,' said Jacobs, falling nicely back into the old Jeeves routine.

––––––––

Fortune Cookie Philosophy

––––––––
Another day done and dusted, the third in the shop. Everything already felt very familiar, mundane almost. Today, what with experiencing an exorcism and the general weirdness of having had someone else's soul walk through his body, had been a little different to the norm, but the afternoon had in the end taken an accustomed turn, the usual series of old guys requesting inappropriate haircuts.
Barney and Igor were standing somewhat forlornly at the shop window, looking out over the sea. They had yet to put the Closed sign on the door but it was now into early evening and they were sure no more customers would come. The brief excitement of the day having passed, Barney had lapsed once more into the melancholic solemnity of his mid-life crisis.

Maybe he could go on a walking tour of Africa. Visit every country on the continent by foot; that would be a suitably grand British piece of insanity to mark the complete lack of achievement in his life up to this point.

Did he have the survival skills to handle the jungle, the desert, the savannah, the townships, the leach-infested rivers, the market places selling masks to tourists, the marauding, pot-smoking machine gun-toting teenagers in northern Congo, the land mines in Western Sahara? Did he know enough about Africa to last ten minutes in any one of the forty-three countries? Course he didn't.

So, Africa it was then. That would be a grand old few years out of his life. He could come back, should he survive, and appear on Richard & Judy and BBC Breakfast. He could write a book and do celebrity get-me-out-of-here shows.

'Arf,' said Igor, by way of telling Barney to tuck it in.

'Aye,' muttered Barney, 'I'd be lucky if I could walk through flippin' Greenock without getting taken to the cleaners.'

The door opened and an old geezer stuck his head in. Barney was beginning to wonder if anyone ever died on Millport or if this was where people were sent to exist for all eternity.

'You're not still open?' said the old guy.

Barney looked at Igor, glanced round at the clearly still open shop and turned back to the old fella.

'Aye,' he said, 'we are.'

The old guy snorted.

'I don't believe it,' he said, then he closed the door and minced unconvincingly away back up the street.

Barney and Igor stared out the window.

'Pub bet,' said Barney.

'Arf.'

A movement across the road caught his eye. James Randolph had finally risen from his vantage point on the promenade. Barney had been thinking about the vague strangeness of his manner in the shop that morning, wondering what he was up to. How do they kill lambs?

'You close up, will you?' he said, touching Igor's arm.

'Arf.'

He grabbed his jacket, opened the door, turned the Closed sign round as he went, then passed silently out into the cold of early evening. Igor watched him go and then hurriedly began to tidy everything away.

Barney paused. There were a few others abroad but nowhere near enough for Barney to be able to blend into the crowd. Fortunately, however, Randolph was entirely distracted by following his prey and had not noticed Barney leaving the shop.

And along the road, less than a hundred yards ahead, Barney saw the object of James Randolph's intent. Garrett Carmichael had just left her office and was walking quickly along Shore Street in the direction of her house, hurrying to get home after a late afternoon at the office.

Barney started walking after them, as Randolph crossed the road and casually approached Carmichael. They both worked for Ephesian. They knew each other well; there was nothing strange or menacing in his approach. Had James Randolph seen Garrett Carmichael in the street on any other day he would have spoken to her. This was no different. Apart from the fact that he was carrying with him an unmarked plastic bag containing the world's most dangerous cheese sandwich.

Barney was close enough to hear the greeting that passed between the two as Randolph came alongside. He had no idea why he was suddenly worried but he found himself quickening his pace to catch up.

In the shop, his well-developed sixth sense screaming at him, Igor also realised the impending danger to Garrett Carmichael and was even more concerned than Barney.

*** 

'If tea you are now in position to make, grateful I would be.'

Jacobs nodded at Ping Phat, managed to keep the contempt from his face when looking at the drained whisky glass, then looked around the rest of the gang to enquire after their tea needs. The female assistant caught his eye.

'Mr Phat is very particular about his tea, something about which I did not inform the previous Mr Jacobs as I sensed he was not an expert.'

Jacobs took the compliment and smiled.

'Particular?' he asked. Ephesian stood a little to the side, staring at his desk, wishing they could ignore the formalities.

'He takes twenty-three sugars,' she said.

'Ah,' said Jacobs.

'In order to facilitate this,' she continued, 'he requires the boiling water to be placed directly into the cup. There must be no intermediate teapot stage. The sugar should then be added to the hot water, while the water as yet remains uncontaminated by tea of any description.'

Oh, Jesus Christ! thought Ephesian, will you just get on with it!

'The teabag, which will be of a mild green tea, should then be placed in the sweet water for two minutes, stirred once with a silver teaspoon and then withdrawn.'

Jacobs' face sagged into a withering Jeeves.

'Mr Ephesian does not keep teabags of any description in his home. We have Sir Thomas Lipton Chinese Green Tea no.14, if that would be appropriate, but I would then require further instruction on the preparation process.'

The assistant glanced at Ping Phat who slowly nodded.

'Mr Phat finds that acceptable,' she said to Jacobs. 'Do you have a small tea-retaining device which can be placed in the cup and then removed?'

'Do you mean a metal bag?' asked Jacobs.

She thought about this for a second and then nodded.

'Yes, I believe you might call it a metal bag.'

'Then, there is your answer,' said Jacobs, who was veering horribly into pomposity, such was his way. 'We have no teabags in the house, metal or otherwise. We have tea leaves, we have a pot, we have a strainer and a holder in which to place the strainer once the tea has been poured.'

'Very well,' she said, 'in that case Mr Phat would like the same procedure to be followed as previously outlined, and then the leaves placed loosely into the cup and left to brew. He does not like loose leaves in his cup, but if that is how it is to be...'

'Very well,' said Jacobs.

'Indeed. Now,' she continued, 'would you like me to once again outline Mr Phat's specific requirements in relation...'

'Oh for God's sake,' blurted Ephesian, finally unable to contain his frustration and annoyance. 'Do you have the Grail?'

Jacobs looked sharply at Ephesian, close himself to blurting out something he shouldn't. They had needed to quietly assess whether or not Ping Phat had the Grail without letting him know that it was not in their possession. Now Ephesian, in five simple words, had completely shown his hand.

Ping Phat stared at him and he himself gave a slight tense shudder, as if controlling some instant emotive response to Ephesian's words. He gave Jacobs a quick glance and then with a nod to his assistant, his Elvis entourage began filing dutifully from the room.

The door closed behind them and then there were three. Jacobs and Ping Phat were making brutal eye contact, each trying to read the mind of the other.

'Leave us alone, Jacobs, please,' said Ephesian suddenly.

Jacobs turned quickly round, looking angrily at his boss.

'What?' he said sharply.

'Leave us alone,' said Ephesian. 'Mr Phat and I need to talk. You must go and attend to our other guests.'

Jacobs glanced at Phat hoping for some support but Phat was never going to be interested. Ephesian was the only one who mattered to him. He had also realised that Jacobs was the more malignant half of the double act and it was as well to have him out of the way.

'I think it would be advisable if I stayed, sir,' said Jacobs.

Ephesian stared out of the window, just to the right of Ping Phat's head, his jaw set angrily.

'You must attend to the other guests,' he repeated blankly.

Ping Phat had kept his eyes on Jacobs all the way through and now there was a contemptuous smile. Jacobs saw it, wondered if it was at his dismissal or at the obvious disarray in the camp.

'Very well, sir,' he said quickly and then he turned and walked hurriedly from the room, Ping Phat watching every step.

Ephesian waited until the door had closed and then he walked around Phat to the large landscape window and looked down at the darkening firth. Phat came up beside him and for a short while they stood and watched two small yachts which were visible mid-channel.

'You do not have the Grail?' said Ping Phat eventually, in this moment of crisis deciding to drop the ridiculous Yoda business.

Ephesian breathed deeply, trying to control the ever-increasing spasms which wracked his head every time he came to the slightest point of calamity.

'You think I have it?' asked Phat, without any hint of condemnation or accusation.

'You were one of the two people who knew that Lawton had made his discovery,' replied Ephesian quickly.

'And what has become of Lawton?'

Ephesian wanted to look Ping Phat in the eye but that desire only really manifested itself as wishing that Jacobs was in the room to do it for him.

'He removed the Grail before Jacobs or I could retrieve it. When we went to his house to deal with the problem we found him knocked unconscious and the Grail gone.'

'You have seen the Grail?'

Ephesian glanced round at Phat's shirt buttons.

'Yes,' he replied, abruptly.

'Then you searched thoroughly? Just because something is not visible, does not mean it is not there.'

Bloody centuries' old Chinese wisdom, thought Ephesian. Reduce everything to fortune cookie standards.

'Whoever took the time to leave Lawton in a coma was not going to leave the Grail hanging on a mug stand. Nevertheless, Jacobs made a search of the property. It has been removed.'

Ephesian had spoken forcefully but Ping Phat was not at all convinced. Nothing in the world is obvious; nothing can be taken for granted.

'And will Lawton emerge from his coma?' asked Phat.

'Not any time soon,' said Ephesian.

Ping Phat nodded his head slowly in a judicious, eastern kind of a way that Ephesian found very irritating.

'I do not have the Grail,' said Ping Phat eventually. 'I arrived on this island only an hour ago. I assume that post-dates Mr Lawton's unfortunate accident?'

Ephesian did not answer. Now that they were meeting in the flesh he disliked Ping Phat even more than he thought he would. Years of subterfuge, years of keeping the Faith and keeping the secrets of the Brotherhood hidden from the world, had cost money. When he had taken over as Grand Master in the nineteen-eighties, they had been struggling for finance and he had felt that the organisation and its links around the world might collapse. They had needed an input of capital and it had come from Ping Phat. Somehow he had always hoped that his own business empire would become strong enough to support the Prieure de Millport on its own, allowing him to discard Phat, but it had never happened.

'You said there were two who knew about Lawton. May I assume you refer to Mr Jacobs?'

Ephesian coughed, his face and neck tensed. Clenched and unclenched his right hand.

'Jacobs and I are one,' he said coldly. 'I was referring to Father Roosevelt, the keeper of the cathedral.'

Ping Phat raised a sage eastern eyebrow which Ephesian felt rather than saw.

'Then you have a suspect list of one,' he said.

'It would appear so,' said Ephesian.

'The Brotherhood did not know?'

'Roosevelt was the only one,' said Ephesian.

'Then it would seem that you have a simple solution to your dilemma,' said Ping Phat, with further Asian simplistic Tao-like theorising.

Ephesian did not reply. The yachts in the firth toiled against the wind and away to their left a small cargo vessel appeared from behind the island of Lesser Cumbrae.

If only everything could really be reduced to soundbite philosophy, thought Ephesian.

If only these people could see that all the problems of the world can be reduced to soundbite philosophy, thought Ping Phat.

Cheese Sandwich

––––––––
James Randolph had not thought it through, which was not entirely unlike him. He had waited until Garrett Carmichael had left the office, so that when he came to murder her she would be with her children. If he had gone to see her in her office, then he would have found her alone. Some strange logic had dictated, however, that he couldn't disturb her at work.
He thought that Garrett Carmichael had a soft spot for him and to an extent he was right, but only in that she had a soft spot for every man on the island.

'Garrett,' he said, by way of introduction.

'James,' she said, nodding. 'You've been waiting for me?'

Randolph seemed embarrassed, as if the thought had not occurred to him that Carmichael would have seen him.

'You should have come in,' she said smiling, which was when it occurred to him how much better that would have been.

The incomplete nature of the plan was the measure of the man. He had not thought it through beyond the initial cause of death. Assuming she died in the manner he was anticipating, he was then going to have to collect some of her blood for use in the ceremony that evening. How exactly he was going to achieve that with her two children running around in complete ferment, he wasn't at all sure.

'What can I do for you that you've been waiting for me so long? Are you not cold?'

'I, eh...' he started to say, before realising that what he was about to say was absurd. Up until this point it had seemed like a decent approach, but now, in the flesh, he was realising it was one of the lousiest chat-up lines in the history of civilisation.

'Aye?' she said, amused by his nervousness. Assumed that he was looking for a date of some kind.

'I've invented this new kind of cheese sandwich,' he said hurriedly.

Had he intended it as an actual chat-up line he would have died in his boots, as she burst out laughing. In fact he died in his boots anyway because, even though he was intending to try to kill her, he was aware that the proposition had taken on a date-like feel.

She let the laugh die down and smiled at his pallid cheeks and the general gormless stupidity of the man.

'And would that be one of them in that bag there?' she asked, nodding at the plain yellow bag which he clutched in his fingers.

'Aye,' he replied.

'Well, that's nice of you to bring one for me. Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?'

Instant relaxation, having successfully made the breakthrough.

'The kids can try it out as well,' she added.

'No!'

She turned at the curious tone.

'I mean, I've only got two,' he blustered.

'We can break a couple of pieces off,' she said. 'My mother's already fed them anyway, so they won't be too hungry.'

Randolph momentarily closed his eyes. Another possibility of the plan which he had not considered. Beginning to see his great strategy unravel, beginning to think that he was bound to screw this up as much as he screwed up everything he did for Ephesian.

As they reached the front door and Carmichael took the house keys from her bag, footsteps approached quickly from behind. The cavalry.

'Garrett,' said the voice.

They turned, Randolph's heart sinking even further.

'Mr Thomson,' said Carmichael, 'come to bring the papers? I'm done working, maybe we could talk in the morning.'

He hesitated, recognised the brush off, looked at Randolph.

'Just wanted to talk a couple of things over about them, if that's all right. Thought now might be a good time.'

She stared at him for a second, considered her options and then shrugged.

'Whatever,' she said, and opened the door. 'You can come in if you like. James has brought us a revolutionary sandwich. Cheese. I'm sure he wouldn't mind if you tried it.'

The two men looked at one another, Randolph guiltily assuming that Barney would see right through him. They had mentioned stomach acids before in the shop, now here he was arriving with a cheese sandwich. Wasn't it obvious?

'Sure,' said Barney, 'that'd be great.'

The children appeared, to herald the further sinking of Randolph's confidence. Upon seeing Barney, Hoagy completely ignored his mum, stood to attention and saluted.

'Lieutenant Carmichael reporting for duty, sir!' he said, barking out the sir and pronouncing lieutenant the American way. Ella grabbed onto her mum's legs and tried to rugby tackle her. Barney stood in front of Hoagy to inspect him, pointed at something on his chest and then flicked his nose.

'At ease, lieutenant,' he said, pronouncing it correctly.

'It's loo-tenant!' said Hoagy. 'I want to be an American!'

And off he charged to subvert the Third World.

Miranda Donaldson appeared at the kitchen door, coat already buttoned up to the neck, steel breeches fastened down with rivets and bolts under a heavy plaid skirt.

'Well, I see you've come here for your dinner Mr Thomson,' she began, her voice the quality of salt on open wounds.

'No, he hasn't,' butted in Carmichael.

'Which is good, because there'll be no dinner at my house this evening. Been here all afternoon.' She stopped beside her daughter and regarded her with maximum parental contempt. 'They're fed but not bathed. I don't care what the time is. If you want to retain any attachment to them whatsoever, you're going to have to take some part in bringing them up.'

'Mum!' said Carmichael.

But Miranda Donaldson had said her piece and she was off. Glanced viciously at Randolph, reducing him to a pile of festering mush in the process, as she bustled down the corridor, and then she was out into the evening, the door slammed shut.

'Is Gran on too, Mum?' asked Hoagy, from the top of the stairs.

'24/7,' said Carmichael and she walked into the kitchen, her daughter still draped around her leg. 'Ella, can you let go?'

She didn't. Carmichael stopped just inside the kitchen door, breathed an enormous sigh, the good feeling of a reasonably successful day at the office immediately and instantly flushed away by her mother, then she dragged Ella over to the fridge, took out a box of white wine – an Anstruther Sauvignon 2005, fishy with hints of golf – and poured herself a glass. She looked at the two men standing either side of the kitchen doorway.

'Gentlemen,' she said. 'Help yourselves. James, you've got five minutes to do your cheese sandwich then I'm running the bath. You pair can hang out in the kitchen if you like, I don't care.'

'Don't drink the wine!' exclaimed Randolph suddenly, for no reason that anyone else in the room knew anything about.

'Why?' she said, looking at the glass, thinking he must have seen something floating in it.

'You know,' he said, grasping for any kind of explanation, 'you might, you know, adulterate the cheese sandwich.'

She looked at him strangely. Barney was even more suspicious, neither of his previous encounters with Randolph having inspired any trust or liking for the man.

'Give me the bag,' he said suddenly, walking past Randolph into the kitchen and taking the bag out of his hands as he went.

Randolph, now completely adrift, let him take it, staring helplessly as Barney opened the bag and removed the murder weapon.

Barney, suspecting poison, removed the sandwiches and held them in his hands. Two slices of plain white bread, diagonally sliced. He opened them, checked the contents. They looked, more or less, like regular cheddar cheese sandwiches. He glanced up sharply at Randolph.

'What's with the sandwiches?' he said.

'Nothing. They're just cheese. Nothing.'

'I thought you said they were some kind of breakthrough sandwich?' said Carmichael. No longer in the mood to play.

'No,' said Randolph helplessly.

Barney sniffed the sandwich, could detect nothing other than an aroma of mild Scottish cheddar.

'Are they poisoned?' asked Barney.

'No!' said Randolph, taking a step back. 'No.'

'Poisoned?' said Carmichael, looking at Barney with incredulity. 'What kind of books have you been reading? Why would he want to kill me?'

'Aye,' said Randolph.

'He works for Ephesian, doesn't he?' said Barney.

'So do I,' she retorted.

Barney stared at her, then Randolph.

'So, it's all right to eat this, then?' he said.

Randolph stared at the sandwich. Shook his head, then nodded. Had no idea what to do. Wanted to grab the sandwich and do a runner but realised how much that would implicate him now.

'So, it's all right to eat this, then?' repeated Barney.

'Yes,' Randolph muttered in reply.

'Fine,' said Barney, holding one of the sandwiches forward. 'Let's see you eat it then.'

'This is insane,' said Carmichael. 'James, just tell us what's so special about the sandwich.'

'Can I have some sandwich, mum?' said a wee voice from the floor.

'Ssh.'

Randolph took the sandwich from Barney and stared at it. It wasn't poisoned. It was worse than poisoned. Now, however, he felt trapped in a corner and was just too stupid to know how to get out.

He put the sandwich up to his mouth.

A Stupid Kind Of Murder

––––––––
Jacobs did not even bother knocking. He had business to take care of. All formality was out of the window, including the formality of checking with his employer that he wanted him to do what he was just about to.
He had not waited to hear Ping Phat's protestation of innocence. He'd seen the man, looked at his small entourage of goons and spooks and sycophants, factored in his sudden arrival at the house and had made the instant judgement that this was Phat's first appearance on the island. Which left only one option.

'Father?' he called, standing in the hallway of the large house attached to the cathedral grounds. Very trusting of Roosevelt to always leave his door open, he'd often thought.

'Father?' he repeated. Give it five seconds and then he would check the cathedral. Maybe the man was making some last ditch attempt to pray to his God.

The hallway was illuminated only by a small lamp. No other lights had yet been turned on in the house, despite the gloom of early evening. It should have been light for another hour or two, but the low, grey cloud was making short work of the afternoon. The walls were hung with uninspiring watercolours of cold Scottish seas, and an old etching of the cathedral, badly framed.

Jacobs was about to leave when he heard the quiet pad of footsteps, and then the door to the kitchen opened and Roosevelt was standing in the dark at the end of the hallway. They stared at each other for a while, the meagre light of the small lamp illuminating Jacobs' face. Roosevelt was in shadows, his nervousness and discomfort protected by the dark.

'Where is it?' said Jacobs bluntly. There would be no artifice here. He was sure Roosevelt had taken the Grail. He didn't want some stupid, protracted argument resulting in him having to do any more bodily harm to the man than he already intended.

'I am protected by the Lord,' said Roosevelt, the nerves tumbling out with his wavering voice.

'You have the Grail,' said Jacobs coldly.

Jacobs could hear the ticking of the large grandfather clock which dominated the front room of the house. A floorboard creaked underneath Roosevelt's anxious feet.

'Where is it?' Jacobs repeated, this time taking a step along the hallway. The first coercive step, knowing that success would likely come from measured intimidation.

'I don't have it,' said Roosevelt.

'Who does?' asked Jacobs sharply, although he did not believe Roosevelt for a second.

In his way, Roosevelt was as incompetent at this game as Randolph. These were not criminals who were playing games of murder and assault and theft. They were ordinary people, dragged out of ordinary life by extraordinary circumstances. And they were rubbish at it. He did not respond to the question, and his silence spoke volumes of his guilt.

Jacobs this time took several strides quickly along the hall, stopping a few feet short of the priest, close enough now so that his own face was in shadow with the lamp behind him, and the worried and tortured features of Roosevelt were clear to him.

'These are dark times, Father,' said Jacobs harshly, 'and times that are short. We need the Grail, and we will not be stopped by your pusillanimity and faintness of heart.'

'What you are planning is wrong!' Roosevelt ejaculated.

'How can you of all people think this is wrong?' snapped Jacobs. 'We have waited two thousand years for this.'

'It is wrong!' protested Roosevelt again, becoming stronger as Jacobs took another step nearer to him.

'Who are you working for?' asked Jacobs.

'No one!'

'Who are you working for?' he repeated, face curling.

'I don't need to work for anyone,' replied Roosevelt, discovering some hidden reserves. 'I can see the blasphemy of this act of my own accord. I work for myself, yet I work for the Lord and for Christians everywhere.'

Jacobs lost control. Took one step forward, grabbed the priest by the white collar and brought his head violently down onto the bridge of his nose. With a muffled gasp, Roosevelt dropped to his knees, hands to his face.

'I work for the Grand Master and for the Brotherhood,' said Jacobs. 'As should you. You swore an oath. Tell me where I can find the Grail or you will find that you have yet to feel the full force of my God-sent brutality.'

Roosevelt looked up from his knees, then swayed to the side until he was leaning against the wall. He stared into the blackness of Jacobs' eyes then slowly shook his head.

'It is not here,' he said. 'I do not lie.'

'But it was you who dealt with Lawton,' said Jacobs, a statement rather than a question.

Roosevelt closed his eyes, remembering the feel of Archie Gemmill as he had crunched into Lawton's head. The sound of cracking bone and the guilt of drawing blood in the Lord's name.

'Yes,' he mumbled.

'Then where is the Grail?' demanded Jacobs.

'It is not here,' mumbled Roosevelt, and his head dropped.

Once more Jacobs could not contain his wrath. He kicked Roosevelt viciously in the face, sending him backwards, his head smacking on the frame of the kitchen door. Then he stepped over him, bent down and picked him up by the collar.

The priest's face was covered in blood; his head lolled easily to the side. He was unconscious. Jacobs had lost control too quickly. He may have been innately brutal, but he was in his way as unused to doing this as Randolph and Roosevelt were inept in their chosen fields of crime. His sensible and measured intimidation had lasted barely a few seconds before rude violence had taken over.

He held Roosevelt's head close to him for a second before letting him fall back to the floor, then he straightened up and looked down at the crumpled heap of the bloody cleric.

'Shit,' he muttered.

Revive him and try to get more information, or work it out himself without any further recourse to violence?

He looked at his watch. There was the other matter to take care of, the murder of Garrett Carmichael and the collecting of her blood, which he had correctly decided was no job for James Randolph. That was just as important as finding the Grail. He could take care of that, while he gave thought to the problem of locating the holy chalice.

He took a last look at the stricken priest and then walked quickly into the kitchen in search of the man's freezer.

*** 

James Randolph was in bits, in the space of a few minutes having quickly descended into the kind of pointless mush that Ephesian and Jacobs would have expected of him in such trying circumstances. Made to feel awkward by Carmichael, discomfited by her children, embarrassed by the clumsiness and lack of aforethought in his plan, subjugated and demoralised by the presence of Barney Thomson. The man could not have felt more like a child and, although he did not suffer from the complex condition that haunted the behaviour of Bartholomew Ephesian, he wanted nothing more now than to curl up into Ephesian's foetal ball.

'Eat the sandwich,' said Barney harshly, insomuch as you can utter the words eat the sandwich harshly.

Randolph looked like he was having to force back tears. All mental functions breaking down. His spirit had been crushed and he genuinely suspected that if he ate the sandwich he would die.

'I can't,' he sobbed, dropping the sandwich. 'I can't.'

'James?' said Carmichael. Wondering, incredulously, if Barney hadn't been as far off the mark as she'd first thought.

'Need to pee, Mummy,' said Ella from the floor.

'Go to the bathroom, then,' said Carmichael on auto-pilot.

'Why can't you eat the stupid sandwich?' said Barney.

He took a step forward as some sort of intimidatory gesture. There would be no violence to follow, however.

'I'll explode!' ejaculated Randolph loudly. 'I can't, I can't!'

There was a brief intermission while all the other adults in the room looked at him strangely.

'I need to pee!'

'Go to the bathroom!'

'What are talking about?' said Barney. 'You've already eaten your dinner?'

'No!'

'You're Mr Creosote? You don't look like him.'

'No!'

'What then?'

'I need to pee, I need to pee!'

'Go to the bathroom!'

'I'm scared!'

'I'm talking!'

'Eat the sandwich!'

'No!'

'Need to pee, need to pee!'

'For God's sake!' exploded Garrett Carmichael, and she grabbed Ella by the hand and hauled her rudely from the kitchen. On up the stairs to the bathroom they went, where she was able to gently sidestep Hoagy's question of, 'Has she peed in her pants?'

The men were alone. Barney waited until the general mother/daughter kerfuffle had died down and then he pulled a seat out at the kitchen table and sat down. Could see the state Randolph was in, recognised that he would be easy to get information out of.

'Tell me everything while she's out of the room,' he said.

Randolph nodded, not quite able to look Barney in the eye.

'The Brotherhood...Mr Ephesian...' he began, stumbling. He had to talk, but felt a horrible, clawing self-loathing for doing so. 'They need to kill Mrs Carmichael.'

Barney raised an eyebrow. His life was so plagued by murder and death, the fact that he had stumbled upon another sordid little crime in another little town seemed hardly surprising.

'Why?' was all he said.

'I don't know,' replied Randolph, head bowed. 'There's something going to happen tonight, some ceremony. With body parts. I'm not sure of all the details, but they need blood. I don't know why it has to be Mrs Carmichael's, but those were the instructions.'

Barney paused as he listened to a further stramash from upstairs. Then he heard the sound of convoluted and ancient plumbing and realised she had started to run the bath. She had sensibly chosen to withdraw from the absurdity of the discussion.

'So you were intending to kill her with a cheese sandwich?' ventured Barney. 'And it wasn't poisoned?'

'No,' he said sorrowfully. 'No poison.'

'Well, that's something,' said Barney. 'Poison's for girls. You, on the other hand, made an exploding cheese sandwich.'

Randolph nodded. He began slowly.

'In the shop this morning,' he said, and drifted off, his eyes wandering around the fallen sandwich. 'In the shop, when I fell asleep, I had a dream. A new way to commit murder.'

'By giving someone a lethally explosive cheese sandwich?'

'The cheese had nothing to do with it,' answered Randolph prosaically, Barney's tone going several miles over his head. 'It's what I put in the sandwich spread.'

Another pause, which Barney did not push to fill.

'A blend of enzymes, acids and metal shavings, which would react with the hydrochloric acid in the stomach to generate an explosion.'

'Excuse me?' said Barney, with some curiosity.

'I created a potion which would react with the acids in the stomach to create an explosion.'

'Are you a chemist?' asked Barney, thinking that while he had never actually known a chemist, every single chemist on planet Earth had to be more intelligent than this guy.

'No,' he said, looking up. 'I dreamt it.'

'You dreamt all the ingredients of this mixture which would make someone's stomach explode?'

'Aye.'

'And did you test it on anything? A mouse or something?'

'Didn't have time,' he replied.

Barney stared at Randolph for a while.

'What?' said Randolph, edgily.

'Have you done this before? I mean, tried to kill someone?'

Randolph shook his head.

Barney held his insipid gaze for another couple of seconds and then suddenly bent down and lifted the cheese sandwich.

'No!' cried Randolph again, as Barney put it to his mouth and took a large bite.

'You...what...?' stuttered Randolph.

Barney swallowed.

'When is it I'm going to explode exactly?' he asked.

Randolph began to back away out of the kitchen.

'Now,' he said. 'It should be instantaneous.'

They looked at each other for a while. Barney did not explode.

'You are such an idiot,' he said eventually, and then he reached over the table, took a long swallow from Carmichael's wine glass and then walked quickly past Randolph and out of the kitchen.

'Rotten cheese sandwich, by the way,' he said, and then he strode up the stairs two steps at a time.

Poked his head round the door of the bathroom, where Hoagy and Ella were both submerged in bubbles and Garrett Carmichael was sitting bored on the toilet seat.

'We need to talk,' said Barney.

'I might know why they want to kill me,' she said quietly.

Barney leant against the door frame.

'Who wants to kill you, mum?' said Hoagy.

'No one,' she replied. 'We can talk when the kids are in bed.'

'Bad guys or good guys?' asked Ella.

'The good guys aren't going to want to kill her, are they?' said Hoagy mockingly. 'You're a stupidhead!'

'Am not!'

'Stupidhead, stupidhead!'

The Wash

––––––––
'My husband was part of the brotherhood that has existed on this island for nearly a hundred and fifty years. The Prieure de Millport they call themselves.'
Barney took a sip of wine. Randolph looked on from the corner, eyes as wide as Gollum.

'I don't know, I suppose it's a secret society like any other, that's what I always thought. They only ever have twelve members at one time, and whenever a member dies, they take an age carefully selecting the replacement.'

She took a deep breath, drank some wine. Barney sat in silence giving her the space to talk. Upstairs the children bounced around the bedroom.

'The members have to swear on their lives and the lives of their family that they will never divulge the society's secret. I always used to tease Ian about it. I mean, I didn't really know what he was doing when he went off on a Tuesday evening. Anyway, he was as good as his word, never told me a thing. There was a bit of talk around the village, but not much. Most people have always just left them to it, really.'

Another pause, another sip of wine, another slight cringe as a great thump came from the bedroom. She glanced aloft and smiled ruefully at Barney.

'My mother's right, isn't she? I don't need to go to work every day, not really.'

'You don't have to justify yourself,' said Barney softly.

She smiled again, took her eyes away from his. Lifted the wine glass, didn't take a sip this time, placed it back on the table.

'Then Ian found out he had cancer. It didn't take long. I don't know, five months in all. Quite lucky, I suppose. Better than being dragged out for years and years like some people.'

'When was that?'

'It started when I was six months pregnant,' she said, and she paused again. Barney was quiet. 'So at least he got to see Ella for a few weeks.'

'I'm sorry,' he heard himself saying.

'The last couple of weeks he was pretty out of it. Drugged up, had the occasional moment of clarity. He told me everything a few days before he died. He had about half an hour when he'd just been drugged, he felt a bit better but the side effects hadn't kicked in.'

She breathed deeply, swallowed, held back the tears. Barney put his hand across the table and she reached out for it, as she transported herself unwillingly back to the small room in the Victoria in Glasgow. Randolph glanced up, then immediately dropped his eyes.

'It's the Holy Grail,' she said, smiling awkwardly. 'That's what this is all about. The stupid Holy Grail, can you believe it?'

'The cup?' asked Barney.

She shook her head.

'No. Well, yes, partly. The chalice that caught the blood of Christ. Apparently it's hidden in the cathedral.'

'In Millport?'

'Go figure,' she said, shrugging her shoulders. 'Has to be somewhere.'

Barney let out a low whistle.

'I'm super sceptical about that, if I'm honest.'

'I know,' she said. 'So was I. Always have been.'

Barney turned and looked at Randolph.

'You know about this?' he asked. 'You one of the brothers?'

Randolph shook his head. Barney turned back to Carmichael.

'Who else is there?' he asked.

'I'm not sure. Ian didn't tell me that. There are rumours about the town. I'm pretty sure Jonah was one of them.'

That was not entirely unexpected, thought Barney, given Ephesian's interest in the widow.

'Anyway, the chalice is only part of it. There's something else. He told me about the chalice first, by the time he got around to the rest of it, he was becoming garbled. Couldn't tell how much of it was true, by their standards at any rate, and how much was hallucination. It wasn't like I was searching Ephesian or his freak servant out to discuss details.'

Barney glanced round at Randolph, wondering how much of this he already knew, wondering if he should have ejected him. However, it seemed sensible to retain him on the premises for the time being until he had some idea of what was happening.

'There've been books about it recently, in the last twenty years or so. I've read them all since Ian died. None of them mention Millport, though. The story of Christ's life and death.'

Another hesitation, this time because she didn't believe what she was about to say. Barney left her to it. Took a sip of wine, waited to see what was coming. All to the background of the general mayhem upstairs. Two kids and no immediate parental authority. How wars start.

'You know, it's that thing where Mary Magdalene was Christ's wife. They had children. When Joseph fled to France with the Grail, as the legend goes, he also took Jesus' wife and weans.'

'Family ticket,' said Barney glibly.

'Exactly. So, to really shorten two thousand years of history, there were descendants of Jesus back then, and there still are now, two millennia later.'

'A direct lineage to Christ?'

'Aye.'

'Fan-tastic,' said Barney. 'There's no one not going to buy into that when he makes his debut on Parkinson or Letterman.'

'Well, whatever, but you can see the problem, you can see why it's a secret. Jesus is supposed to be divine, son of God and all that. If it turns out he was an average guy, wife, kids, mortgage, game of darts down the Horseshoe on a Friday night, it punctures a whole bunch of religious beliefs, doesn't it? Kind of conforms to my theory of the Garrett, but I expect you don't want to go there.'

'Let's stick to the facts,' said Barney.

'Aye, well, that's about it, without a whole bunch of unnecessary details.'

'So who is it, then? The descendant of Christ. Is he on Millport? Is it Ephesian? Ephesian is the descendant of God? That would explain his attitude.'

'I don't think it's him, but this is the point. Jesus wasn't the son of God, he was just a guy.'

Barney turned once again to Randolph, who was watching Carmichael, taking it all in.

'So, what's happening tonight then?' asked Barney, looking back to Carmichael.

'Don't know,' she said.

'Why should they want you dead?'

'Don't know,' she said.

'Why should they want your blood?'

'No idea.'

'So why did you say you thought they might want you dead?'

She shrugged.

'I never thought they knew that Ian had told me what he did, but who knows? I know at least Jacobs, and maybe Ephesian, went to see him in the last few days.' The image of her dying husband came back to her and she paused. Let herself see him lying there for a few seconds, remembered taking her new baby into the hospital to see her father, lying in some strange world that only he inhabited. A dying man and a new baby. Both of them inscrutable, both of them seeing things and understanding things like no one else can.

'So I don't know,' she said eventually. 'If they know that I know, they might well want me dead.'

Barney watched her for a while. Studied her, evaluated whether or not she was telling him everything that she could, decided she was. Turned back to Randolph after a short while.

'You got anything to say?' he asked.

Randolph didn't even look up. Shook his head.

'You know none of this?' said Barney.

'Why would he?' said Carmichael. 'He's nothing to them. Ephesian just throws sticks for James to run after.'

Randolph continued to stare at the floor. Confidence shattered. Garrett Carmichael was not wrong. He never knew anything worthwhile. And when Ephesian threw a stick, he ran after it.

'Mummy!' came the cry from upstairs, accompanied by uncontrollable wailing. 'Mummy! Hoagy said I'm a zombie!'

'I did not! She's lying!'

'I'm not a zombie!'

'I didn't say that!'

'He did!'

More tears from the bottomless well.

Garrett Carmichael laid her hands on the table and engaged both of the men in the room.

'I'm away to turn out the light. If, in my absence, anyone arrives at the door asking to kill me, tell them I'm unavailable.'

She smiled in a certain way and rose from the table.

Barney watched her go, and then took another drink of wine when she was finally out of view and he could hear her wading into the morass of her two children. Turned to look at Randolph, but he was too occupied with his own failings and foibles.

Life, he thought, is like a dodgy stomach after a big dinner. It never throws up exactly what you think it will.

The doorbell rang.

Barney laughed and looked at Randolph.

'The next assassin,' he said, and rose from the table.

Randolph waited until Barney was gone from the kitchen before looking up. As he slowly recovered his composure, he was beginning to wonder whether he should have said everything he had. Ephesian, if he should find out, would be furious, although it would be Jacobs he would have to answer to.

Barney opened the door.

'Arf.'

Barney smiled and opened up for Igor to enter, then stuck his head out of the door and checked along the street for anyone nefarious, before retreating from the cold. Igor was standing in the kitchen doorway looking suspiciously at Randolph. Barney walked through and put his hand on Igor's shoulder.

'Thought you might make an appearance,' he said.

Igor nodded. He may have made himself available to the likes of Ruth Harrison and Gently Ferguson, but he was in love with Garrett Carmichael, and at some stage over the previous three days Barney had managed to work that out.

'Today on the news,' said Barney, 'on the orders of Ephesian, Randolph here was going to try to kill Garrett by use of some cheese, but has failed. Meanwhile, there's a secret society on this very island protecting the descendants of Christ, and tonight they will be carrying out some weird ritual which will involve blood. Garrett's blood, so they were thinking, but we're not going to let that happen.'

Igor, with his muppet-like face and hunchback contorting in an exaggerated manner, looked shocked. He turned and snarled at Randolph. Barney once again placed his hand on Igor's shoulder.

'It's all right, Igor, she's safe. We're here, we can look after her until they've finished whatever it is they're up to tonight. And I don't think we have to worry about heid-the-ba' here anyway. The only problem will be if that psychopath Jacobs shows up, but we can deal with that if we have...'

The doorbell rang. Once. Somehow managed to sound ominous, as if the inner workings of the bell knew that it was Jacobs outside, come to collect the blood of the unwilling victim.

'Oh for crying out loud,' came the voice from upstairs, 'did you lot hand out party invitations. I'm trying to get the kids to sleep.'

Barney and Igor exchanged a glance. Barney was unconcerned, but the mute hunchback of the two of them could be a little thin-skinned sometimes when it came to women, and took it personally.

Barney trudged along the corridor and opened the door. Sure enough, there in the pale, creeping flesh, stood Jacobs, all brooding malice. As the day had progressed and Ephesian had retreated more and more into his dark, impenetrable shell, Jacobs had sunk further and further into bleak malevolence.

'Why am I not surprised?' he muttered darkly.

'I could say the same thing, cowboy,' said Barney.

Jacobs stared cruelly into Barney's eyes and then looked over his shoulder. From where he stood he could make out the outer reaches of Igor's hump.

'The gallant crime-fighting double act has moved on,' he said caustically. 'Aren't there any other women you need to protect?'

'I don't know,' said Barney. 'Are there any other women whose blood you want to use in some weird ceremony this evening?'

The anger flashed across Jacobs' face. He stared back over Barney's shoulder, mind racing, trying to work out how Barney could already know such detail.

Igor? Could Igor know that much?

'Randolph!' he suddenly exploded, and then with two quick strides he pushed passed Barney and stormed into the house. Barney, for his part, allowed him access as he wanted him in there. An identifiable enemy like this was better within.

Jacobs stormed into the kitchen.

'Randolph!' he shouted again.

Randolph cowered in the corner. Barney appeared in the kitchen. Jacobs turned and looked bitterly behind him. Igor stared at the intruder.

'Where is she?' barked Jacobs.

'Arf,' muttered Igor, threateningly. Keep your stinkin' hands off her, he wanted to say, something which he managed to communicate reasonably well, even to a man such as Jacobs.

Jacobs scowled at Igor and Barney in turn, then looked round at Randolph.

'Where is she?' he repeated.

'Upstairs,' said Randolph, eyes attached to the floor. 'Putting the kids to bed.'

Barney moved across the door, blocking the way. Jacobs glared at him and then pulled out a seat at the table.

'I'll wait,' he said.

More angry glances were thrown around the room, and then slowly the tension settled and the combatants relaxed into the temporary lull of a bizarre situation. Jacobs had come round to murder Garrett Carmichael, and was sitting in the kitchen waiting for her to appear, with two men who knew that that was what he wanted to do and were intent on not letting him do it. It was absurd, and Barney was of a mind to open up a discussion about it. However, he chose instead to stand by the door and wait to see what moves Jacobs intended to make.

Footsteps behind him and he stood back to let Carmichael enter the room, confident that there were plenty of things to be said before anyone tried to do anything stupid.

Carmichael looked around the room, taking in each of the men in turn.

'Well, isn't this nice?' she said, acerbically.

'We need to talk, Mrs Carmichael,' said Jacobs.

'Whatever,' she said. 'But make it fast. I'm pissed off. The kids are pissing me off, my mother's pissed me off. I had an all right day at work, then I've been home for five minutes and my confidence is shattered, I feel like a crap mum and a crap person and a crap lawyer and I could kill someone. And looking around this room there appear to be four stupid men as candidates, so make it fast and then fuck off.'

There's nothing scarier than a woman on the edge.

She was met with silence.

Spilled Blood

––––––––
Ephesian pulled gently on the copy of Virginibus Puerisque and watched as the large hidden door in the library wall slid inwards. He gestured for Ping Phat to go ahead of him. Ping Phat reciprocated the gesture. Ephesian accepted the innate lack of trust which was bound to exist between them, flicked the switch for the dim lights down the steep stairwell and walked in ahead of Phat. Once inside, he closed the door and the two men began to walk downwards in silence.
Ephesian felt backed into a corner. Problems seemed everywhere and all-consuming, and in this particular problem he had quickly accepted his fate. Ping Phat was pushing for as much involvement in proceedings as he could get; Ephesian had still to speak to his son about replacing Lawton in the Brotherhood, something which he had been reluctant to do in any case. So Ping Phat was about to be admitted to the Brotherhood, with none of the usual checks, with no consultation between Ephesian and his senior lieutenant.

They reached the bottom of the stairs, where the cellar opened out to the large room with the thirteen-seated table at its heart. Now Ping Phat walked ahead of Ephesian, his eyes open in awe. He turned and smiled at Ephesian, although the man was staring at the chair at the head of the table, wondering if they would ever have the opportunity to fill it.

Finding himself ignored, Phat turned back to the table, pulled out one of the chairs and sat down. His hands ran up and down the old wood, feeling the grooves and marks which had accumulated over the years.

'So this is the very table at which Christ took the Last Supper,' he said.

Ephesian looked at the back of his head.

'You misunderstand,' he said.

Phat turned sharply. Ephesian quickly lowered his gaze.

'Joseph fled Israel with Christ's family. He took with him the chalice from which Jesus had taken wine at the supper. He was in no position to take any of the furniture.'

'I see. And you have lost the Grail?'

Ephesian did not respond. They had already spent half an hour talking about the lost Grail.

'And this table?' said Phat, accepting that his cheap Grail jibe had been ignored.

'It was made in the mid-nineteenth century and was initially placed in the cathedral. When this chamber was constructed a few years later, the table was disassembled and brought down here.'

'Ah,' said Ping Phat. 'Not the table of Christ, but auspicious nevertheless.'

Ephesian did not reply. He didn't want to be down here with Ping Phat, he didn't want to be making small talk. He wanted to know that Jacobs was carrying out his tasks and if he had retrieved the Grail from Roosevelt. Instead he was stuck holding the hand of the visitor, like some five pound-an-hour tour guide.

'So,' said Phat, 'there is the business of my initiation into the Brotherhood, no?'

Ephesian stared at the ground, and then he walked to the back of the room, opened the drawer at the top of the small cabinet, and took out the long thin piece of maroon cloth, three candles, a bowl of rose petals and the large ceremonial dagger.

*** 

'So, you,' said Carmichael, pointing to Jacobs, 'you first. Is it true you want to kill me? And don't bullshit, because I've had enough of that in the last half hour.'

Jacobs stared at her for a few seconds, then glanced at Barney. The situation was insane and here he was, push coming to shove, and he was proving to be as small-town inept as everyone else.

'The Society has a meeting of the utmost importance tonight,' he replied, going off on a politician's tangent, addressing a question he had not been asked. 'There are certain items which we need to collect for the ceremony to take place.'

Carmichael put her hand on her hip.

'Like my blood,' she said.

Jacobs did not reply. Igor scowled, although he made sure to replace the scowl with a look of dog-like affection when he stared at Carmichael. But although she too was secretly in love with Igor, she was in no mood for dog-like looks of affection from anyone, even from a little guy with a roguish hump.

'How much do you need exactly?' she asked, looking witheringly at Jacobs.

This one caught him off guard a little.

'What?' he said.

'You need all six pints or just a cup? Do you freaks up there want to bathe in it or are you just after a quick drink?'

Jacobs had been thrown firmly on the back foot. Felt a bit like a criminal who'd just been asked by the police what kind of vehicle he'd like them to provide for his escape.

'What?' he repeated.

Barney stared at Jacobs and asked, 'Why Garrett?'

'I'm doing the talking, Bucko,' said Carmichael, who was flowing and enjoying the power that a full-on fucked-off woman has over men. Barney held up his hands in a backing off gesture. 'So, aye,' she said, turning to Jacobs, 'why me?'

Jacobs gritted his teeth. He'd been sucked into the mess. Without saying a word it was already acknowledged that he was here with the intent to kill her. And, despite the knife in his pocket, he wasn't sure how he was going to do that, surrounded by three other men, at least two of whom would try to stop him.

'The blood needs to come from a woman, to represent the Sacred Feminine.'

'You've been reading too much pulp fiction,' interrupted Carmichael, rolling her eyes.

'She needs to be a mother,' continued Jacobs unabashed. 'She needs to be someone who is versed in the way of the society.'

'You know that Ian told me,' she said as a statement of fact.

Jacobs looked into the weary eyes of a widow whose heart died every time she thought of her husband in the hospital.

'We ordered him to,' he said coldly.

The sadness went. She shook her head, smiled ruefully.

'You knew he was dying, you took advantage of him, and you thought it wouldn't matter if his wife also died some day.'

'Exactly.'

'Did you tell him why you wanted me to know?' she asked, the thought troubling her as soon as she'd asked the question. Had her husband knowingly set her up?

'We told him we'd decided to take on female members and that you'd be taking his place. He thought he was doing you a favour.'

She laughed bitterly, pulled a seat away from the kitchen table and sat down. Stared at the table top for a few seconds then looked up at him. Waved her hand dismissively.

'And if the kids are orphaned, who cares?' she said. Could feel her emotions swinging wildly all over the place. Igor wanted to reach out and hold her hand.

'Yes,' said Jacobs, 'if you want to be brutal about it. There's a higher purpose here.'

'And what would that be?' she asked sharply.

Jacobs began to drum his fingers on the table. He needed a plan, he needed to get out of this situation, he needed to get away from Barney and Igor.

'Come up to the house with me and we can speak to Mr Ephesian,' he said.

'No!' said Barney.

'Arf!'

'And who's going to look after the kids?' she replied. 'Tonight, and for the next fifteen years after you've slit my throat?'

'We can talk,' said Jacobs, wittering on. 'Maybe we can make some kind of arrangement.'

'Arrangement? That would be where you only killed me a bit? Or maybe you'd just hack off a limb? Would that give you enough blood?'

'Mr Ephesian can be very accommodating,' said Jacobs.

'Whoop-de-doo.'

'Get out,' said Barney quietly.

Jacobs looked brusquely round at him.

'I'm discussing matters with Mrs Carmichael,' he said.

'You're discussing how you're going to kill her. This is insane. Get the fuck out of her house.'

'Arf!'

'It's all right, Barney,' said Carmichael, holding up her hand. And she looked round at Igor and gave him the kind of look which made his heart dissolve into mush, and she mouthed It's all right silently to him.

'So,' she said, turning back to Jacobs, her wildly fluctuating mood having settled into some sort of resignation, borne of the unreality of the whole thing. Just could not take seriously that they were sitting in her kitchen matter-of-factly discussing her murder. 'Why do you have to actually kill me?'

Jacobs drummed his fingers some more, a rhythmless beat as he was a rhythmless man.

'People give blood donations, don't they?' she said. 'You don't die the second you hand over your pint to the blood transfusion service. At least, I didn't the last time I went.'

Jacobs drummed on. Not yet considering what she was saying, barely listening, trying to work out how he was going to be able to do this without killing everyone in the room.

'You are, surely,' she continued, 'a Christian society. It doesn't sound very Christian to have to sacrifice someone. Is it actually laid down by the hand of God somewhere that you need to kill the person? If you just ask nicely, you can have some of my blood for your stupid ceremony. I don't care. Take it.'

Barney looked at her as if she was insane, as did Igor, who this time did reach out and take her hand.

'It's cool,' she said to them.

The words finally sank in for Jacobs. He stared at her, everything not yet really computing. Trying to decide if this was just another diversionary tactic and if he should even be allowing himself to consider the idea.

He and Ephesian had thought all along that she would have to die. Just asking for her blood had never even crossed their minds. But was it actually laid down anywhere in the old teachings, the documents first written down by the Knights Templar over nine hundred years previously, that there had to be a sacrifice?

'Garrett,' protested Barney, 'really, shouldn't we just get this comedian out the house? Why are you even entertaining this guy? Call the police.'

'Arf!'

'And say what?' she said. 'There's a secret society who wants my blood? Are you kidding me? And the police around here means Gainsborough, and I suspect he's probably one of the flippin' brothers.' She looked at Jacobs, who said nothing.

'Call the police on the mainland,' urged Barney.

'Same question,' she said. 'What do I say to them?'

Barney did not reply.

'So how much blood do you need?' asked Carmichael again.

'Half a cup, maybe,' said Jacobs, a little non-plussed.

'Cool,' she replied. 'I'll get a bottle and a knife. Any of you practiced in medicine in case I faint?'

Barney and Igor looked shocked.

'I'm kidding,' she said. 'I'm not going to faint. I'll make a cut in my hand and see how we're getting on, all right?'

'This is stupid,' said Barney. 'You owe them nothing.'

She thought about it; who she owed and to whom her life belonged.

'I owe Ian, and he'd want me to do this. And if it gets you lot out of my house, then we're the better for that. And when you're gone, I'm going to go upstairs and sit and watch the children sleeping, because I'm never angry with them when they're like that. And tomorrow and the day after tomorrow and the day after that, I'm going to try to keep that feeling of not being angry.'

They exchanged a glance. Barney appreciated the thought, even though he would never truly appreciate the wonderful hell that it is to have children.

'And you,' she said, turning to Jacobs, 'do we have a deal? I presume for all your brooding malevolence, you don't actually want to have to kill anyone. I'll give you credit for that, even if you don't deserve it. I give you the blood and you can toddle off back to your master up the hill.'

Jacobs wondered if he'd been backed into a position which he didn't want to be in, but all the while she'd been talking, he'd been calculating the odds, deciding what Ephesian would say, deciding what effect it would have on the ceremony. All along there had never been any acknowledgement that there required to be any sacrifice as part of the rite. The death had purely been as a means to get the blood.

'Very well,' he said cautiously.

'Lovely,' she said, with lyrical sarcasm. She stood up. 'Right,' she said, 'you can have your blood and leave. James, you can just leave. Barney, thank you, I appreciate your help, and I'm sure you'll want to stay until Mr Jacobs has his pound of flesh, but once he leaves, so can you.'

Barney nodded guardedly.

'Igor,' she said, turning round, and then she hesitated. 'I'm still going to go up and sit and watch the children, but you can stay if you like. I'd like you to stay. You can be the guard against old bloodsucker here coming back.'

'Arf!' said Igor.

'Lovely,' she said again, and then she walked to the cupboard to get a beaker into which to drain some blood.

It's a funny old life.

Where Are They Now?

––––––––
The door closed behind them and Barney Thomson and Simon Jacobs walked quickly away from Garrett Carmichael's house. Jacobs had his cup of blood; Randolph had already been summarily dispatched; Carmichael was spending quality time with her children, now that they were fast asleep; Igor was guarding the tea and biscuits; and Barney Thomson wasn't exactly sure what he was going to do for the rest of the evening, although he was beginning to feel a bit peckish. However, he wasn't entirely convinced that he ought to leave Jacobs to his own devices. Which, strangely, was exactly how Jacobs was feeling about Barney Thomson, and explained why he was about to make what seemed on the surface to be a strange proposition.
'Would you join our fellowship, Mr Thomson?' he asked out of the blue, just as Barney was taking a look out to sea and enjoying the chill breeze.

Barney raised an eyebrow and studied Jacobs' face for any sign of sarcasm or some sort of twisted humour.

'Now why would you ask me that?' he asked.

'I'm a logical man, Mr Thomson. You may have been my adversary up until this point, but you are clearly a man of some quality. A vacancy has arisen and I feel you are the appropriate man to fill it. After tonight there will be no requirement for the secrecy of the past.'

'Jonah Harrison?' asked Barney.

'That position has already been filled. This is a slightly more recent matter, although not due to any fatality.'

'Go on.'

Jacobs directed Barney up Hill Street, intent on visiting Lawton's house to search for the Grail. Confident that Barney would be curious enough about the whole business to enlist.

'I had a slight disagreement with Father Roosevelt this evening, the cleric at the cathedral. I doubt he will be in attendance.'

'You nailed him?'

Jacobs threw Barney a glance, did not immediately reply.

'He may require some hospital treatment,' he said after a few steps, 'but nothing that won't heal with time.'

Barney smiled. Thugs are as thugs do, no matter who they're working for or what class they come from or which side of the right/wrong fence they think they belong to.

'And what's the big event?' asked Barney.

Jacobs genuinely considering telling Barney, even though none of the brotherhood knew apart from him and Ephesian. However, he remained cautious on this matter and shook his head.

'You are either in or out, Mr Thomson,' he said. 'Join us and be part of history, or walk away and wake up tomorrow morning to read about it in the papers.'

You're going to miss the early editions, thought Barney, but decided against out and out flippancy at this stage.

'Where are we going now?' he asked instead.

'To search for something, the exact nature of which I will reveal as soon as you commit to the cause.'

'Very intriguing,' said Barney. 'All right, I'm in.'

'Good,' said Jacobs. Another two of his problems squared away in one go. Roosevelt replaced, Barney Thomson struck off the list of antagonisers. He would now just be another bloke standing around the table in awe of what would be unfolding before him. 'We are going to the house of Augustus Lawton to search for the Holy Grail.'

'Ah,' said Barney. 'Cool. You don't have the Grail then?'

'Not yet,' replied Jacobs.

Barney checked his watch. Almost ten-thirty. No wonder he was hungry. The evening had whizzed by.

'When's your ceremony supposed to take place?'

'Midnight,' replied Jacobs.

Barney let out a low whistle.

'Cutting it fine.'

Jacobs checked the time, although he already knew.

'I should call Mr Ephesian,' he said. 'Excuse me.'

And he took the mobile from his pocket and made the call, wondering if Ephesian would even answer. Barney turned and looked back at the sea, through the houses at the end of the street, breathed in the sea air and wondered if he was about to spend the rest of the evening with a series of old men whose hair he had cut in the previous three days.

*** 

Many others amongst the combatants of the story had drifted off into quiet, small town oblivion for the night.

Ruth Harrison was back where she belonged, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, squeezing spots, applying make-up, imagining that the Reverend Dreyfus might have a change of heart and be round to see her the following morning clutching a large bouquet and a box of Terry's All Gold.

Tony Angelotti was standing beside the post box at the top of the town, staring at the stars, wondering when Luigi Linguini was going to make another call, so that he could tell him that he had uncovered absolutely nothing at the cathedral. Luigi Linguini, however, was in hiding and was not yet due to emerge for another hour or two. Tony was wasting his time, something which he was finally beginning to realise. Wondering vaguely if his colleague had been murdered.

Luigi, however, was currently huddled up, cramped, hungry and very, very keen on finding a bathroom.

Father Roosevelt had recovered from his head-butting and was sitting in his kitchen, a bag of frozen peas on his face and a glass of medicinal whisky in his paws. He had thought of going to Lawton's place to remove the Grail, but couldn't face leaving the house. Imagined that Jacobs would be waiting for him, wherever he went, to inflict further pain. Nevertheless, he had Faith that the Grail would not be found.

Augustus Lawton remained in his hospital bed, a small machine blipping beside him. No visitors, no get well soon cards, no flowers. An eternity in true purgatory for stealing the Holy Grail.

2Tone was hanging with a couple of buds watching High Society on DVD for the eighteenth time. High Society is the new Lock Stock; Bing Crosby is the new Vinnie Jones.

Marion and Nella were arguing over whether to watch a repeat of Where The Heart Is, or Big Brother – Uncut!

Many of the other players in the piece were girding their loins for the big event of the evening, the ultimate meeting of the organisation of the Prieure de Millport. Few of them, however, realised the significance of what was about to take place. All they knew was that they had been called to an extraordinary meeting and that each of them had to bring along the sacred item which they had kept in their freezers since the first day they'd become a member of the society. With the exception of Ephesian and Jacobs, however, none of them had any idea of the momentous and earth-shattering event that they were about to witness.

Nothing less than the re-birth of the direct lineage of Jesus Christ himself.

All in a day's work for Barney Thomson. If he could help Jacobs find the Holy Grail, of course, without which the evening was going to redefine damp squib for the new millennium.

The Pain Of The Silent Phone

––––––––
Barney smiled as he watched Jacobs jangle the huge set of keys, before finding the correct one for Lawton's front door.
'In a position to do that with every house on the island?'

Jacobs didn't reply. Unhappy about allowing Barney so much access to his working methods, but he knew that tomorrow the day would dawn differently from any day of the previous two thousand years. The Prieure's work would be over and their secrets and working methods would no longer interest anyone.

Jacobs opened the door, stepped inside and turned on the hall light. Barney followed, closing the door behind him.

The house was large, Victorian and lived in by a single man. Clutter and dust everywhere. The stairs, which led directly up from the front door, were lined with piles of books and clothes and miscellaneous junk on nearly every step.

Barney took it all in. Jacobs saw none of it, concentrating on possible places where Roosevelt might have hidden the Grail.

'What does it look like?' asked Barney.

'The Grail?' said Jacobs. 'No idea. Haven't seen it. A wooden cup apparently.'

Barney idly looked at piles of rubbish, lifted things up and looked underneath, then followed Jacobs into the dining room.

'How do you know it's wooden if you haven't seen it?'

Jacobs started moving around the room, looking in cupboards, a cursory search.

'Mr Ephesian has seen it.'

'You'd think it'd be gold,' said Barney. 'Encrusted with jewels. Isn't part of all this malarkey that he was the king of Israel?'

'Whatever,' said Jacobs, disinterestedly. 'But then, he worked as a carpenter. Who knows?'

'The whole yin-yang thing again,' said Barney. 'On one hand, king, on the other, helping people put up their Ikea furniture.'

'Exactly.'

Jacobs stretched to look on top of a series of cabinets, his hands coming down caked in dust and cobwebs.

'You know for sure it's here somewhere?' asked Barney.

'No,' said Jacobs, 'we don't. I'm guessing.'

Barney let the pile of clothes he'd been looking under topple over. Straightened up, studied Jacobs' back.

'You want to explain that?' he said.

Jacobs breathed heavily and turned. Acting like he was tired of the questioning, but he knew Barney was right to ask.

'The Grail was kept hidden in the cathedral. Lawton discovered its whereabouts and took it for himself. He brought it back here. Father Roosevelt knew he had taken it and, for his own purposes, decided that he did not want the ceremony to take place. He came round here. He put Lawton in a coma. Now we have to find the Grail.'

'Surely he would have taken it with him?'

'You have to understand the minds of men, Mr Thomson,' he said, suddenly sounding like some master criminal. Barney took a seat on the arm of the chair.

'Enlighten me,' he said.

'Father Roosevelt is a very limited man. He had just burst Lawton's head open, something which one must presume would have shocked him. He finds himself standing over an unconscious man, blood everywhere. He panics. What to do with the Grail? The Holy Grail. He's a man of God, he can't destroy it, yet he knows he can't take it back to the cathedral or we'll get it. He can't take it back to his house, because if we work out it's him who attacked Lawton, we'll come looking for it. Maybe he thinks Lawton is dead, maybe he thinks this is the last place anyone is going to think of looking for the Grail. He hides it here.'

'In plain sight?'

'Very possibly.'

Barney nodded and pursed his lips.

'That's some convoluted thinking there,' he said.

'On the contrary,' said Jacobs. 'Very simple, to accompany a simple man such as Father Roosevelt.' He checked his watch, felt an increase in the nerves that he was doing so well to hide. 'And we have a little over an hour to find it. We should get a move on.'

*** 

The Brotherhood of the Prieure de Millport began arriving in ones and twos shortly after eleven o'clock in the evening, each with their large or small package in hand. They were each surprised, however, to be greeted upon their arrival by a member of the entourage of Ping Phat, rather than the expected Jacobs. They were then ushered into the dining room, to wait until the appointed hour and to meet the legendary Phat himself, who took the opportunity to revert to Yoda-ism and to regale the members of the society with tales of eastern business shenanigans.

First to arrive was Romeo McGhee, frozen hand in a bag in tow, but having managed to shake off the close attentions of Chardonnay Deluth. The latter had been as difficult as he'd been expecting, and in fact he'd had to sign a paper which she'd hurriedly drawn up on some £12.99 legal document software, attesting that he would share equally all money which came their way as a result of his involvement with the Prieure. Carried away with his new status in life, he was already beginning to think of ditching Deluth and felt sure any lawyer worth their weight in mince would be able to make exactly that of the stupid document.

He was immediately out of his depth, as Ping Phat began to elaborate on a story of share dealing in Shanghai, but he nodded and said cool and smiled enough to get by.

Next in line was Philip Luciens, the paramedic, clutching a much bigger package than McGhee, and who was also quickly subsumed into the conversation on the Shanghai stock exchange. By eleven-twenty, the old buffers Matthew 'Rusty' Brown and Simon 'Ginger' Rogers had also made an appearance and the gathering was well underway.

Upstairs, keeping away from it all, imagining events to be out of control and heading towards disaster, Bartholomew Ephesian stood in the darkness of his bedroom, looking down over the sweep of hill to the dark sea below. Wondering if this was the end to all his dreams.

He checked his watch for the thirty-eighth time since eleven o'clock, looked round at the bedside table. There is nothing more painful than a phone which does not ring.

Without the Grail there would be no ceremony, not tonight, not ever. Perhaps they could postpone this evening, unearth the Grail, and go ahead at some later date, but would he still be Grand Master after this shambles? Ping Phat, for all the smiles and Asian formality, was a formidable man who would not stand for things going wrong.

He looked at his watch again, he glanced round at the phone. His stomach curled and twisted with nerves. Bartholomew Ephesian's world was falling apart.

Honty Grython And The Moly Pail

––––––––
'It's not exactly the great Grail quest that they talk about in books, is it?' said Barney.
Jacobs looked up quickly from a kitchen cupboard, his face red. With midnight approaching, Barney had grown more and more forlorn and hungry, accepting that they were on a wild goose chase. Searching for a needle in a haystack, when there probably weren't any needles or wild geese in the haystack in the first place. Jacobs, on the other hand, had swung dramatically in the opposite direction, his searching becoming ever more fevered.

'No fighting or dragons or beautiful women. Just scrabbling round a filthy old house, looking under year-old newspapers.'

Jacobs tried to control his temper.

'This is not a lost cause, Mr Thomson,' he growled. 'Don't sit there making glib comments. Look for the bloody thing!'

Barney had had enough. Curious enough about the business to hang on for a little longer, rather than go home and do the hunter-gatherer thing in Miranda Donaldson's fridge, having forgotten in any case that her front door would already be bolted; not quite curious enough to get back down on his hands and knees.

'Think I'll have a cup of tea,' he said. 'Would you like one?'

Jacobs snarled, then started tossing things out of kitchen cupboards. Barney smiled, filled the kettle. Checked the fridge for milk, which there was, smelled it and set it up on the counter.

'Mugs, mugs,' he muttered to himself, looking around. The kitchen had gradually fallen into ever increasing disrepair, under the onslaught of Jacobs' pursuit. He found them behind a discarded breadbin.

'Glasgow Rangers or Wallace & Gromit?' he asked, the sentence trailing off with a sudden realisation.

'Fuck's sake,' muttered Jacobs in response, standing up and looking at Barney like he was going to strangle him.

'Wait a minute,' said Barney.

'What?'

Barney put the Rangers cup down on the kitchen worktop and held the odd-shaped Wallace & Gromit in both hands.

'It's a wooden mug,' said Barney, not taking his eyes off it.

'What?' said Jacobs, clearly annoyed.

'The mug, it's wooden.'

'It's a stupid mug, for crying out loud!' barked Jacobs.

'Look!' said Barney, and for the first time engaged Jacobs' eyes, instantly quelling the man's rampant ill-humour.

'What?' Jacobs repeated, but this time more inquisitively.

'Look at it,' said Barney. 'It's been painted to look like a regular mug, it's got this Wallace & Gromit sticker on it, wherever the guy got that from, but who makes wooden mugs in this day and age?'

Jacobs slowly took the cup out of Barney's hands. He studied it for a second and then looked at Barney. They held each others' gaze and then Jacobs quickly swivelled, removed the sticker, turned on a tap and held the cup under running water. A couple of seconds and then slowly the paint began to come off, revealing the bare, two thousand year old wood beneath.

Jacobs had no immediate feeling of awe at holding the cup of Christ, such was his enormous relief. He looked round at Barney, checked the clock as he went. Quarter to midnight. Ephesian was going to be in bits.

'Take this and finish washing it down,' he said, 'I'm going to call Ephesian.'

Barney saluted and said, 'Yes, boss.'

Jacobs no longer minded the flippancy. They were almost there. He dried his hands and pulled the phone out of his pocket.

*** 

Back at the ranch the collective had gathered. As time had worn on, the font of stories that was the rotund and Yoda-like Ping Phat had dried up, as he had grown ever more concerned that nothing seemed to be happening. He had no idea where Jacobs had gone having not seen him now for almost five hours. And after his initiation into the Brotherhood by Ephesian, and the slow climb back up the steep stairs, he had seen nothing of him either.

Ping Phat was once again standing at the window, although unlike Ephesian directly above him, he was unable to look out into the dark as the lights were on behind him.

And, as with the conversation of their unexpected host, the chatter from the collective had slowly dried up.

So now, as midnight approached, the room was silent. Ping Phat, plus eight members of the Brotherhood, as well as Phat's happy little band of four followers, each sitting in peace, with whatever thoughts they allowed themselves in this company.

Silence, bar the small clock ticking on the mantleshelf and the vague murmur of the central heating.

Heads turned at a new sound, the rush of footsteps down the stairs.

'Ah!' said Ping Phat, with the exhibitionist's need to attract attention to himself. 'At last the news!'

To the bottom of the stairs, the footfalls padded quickly along the hall and then the door was opened with a flourish. Ephesian, for all his complicated peculiarity of character, was not averse to a little showmanship. Not that he engaged anyone in the eye. Instead he presented himself to the Moroccan carpet.

'I'm sorry to have kept you waiting, gentlemen. I believe everything is now in place to begin. If you would like to follow me downstairs.'

Amid great shuffling, the rustling of packages and the gentle hum of relief, the collective began to rise. Ping Phat jumped quickly to his feet, nodding at his entourage to stay where they were. He clapped his hands and approached Ephesian.

'Time it is, my friend, history to create!'

'Indeed,' said Ephesian, flinching a little at the hand which was placed on his shoulder, but with the call that he had just taken from Jacobs, the knots and twists and pains in his stomach had been instantly removed, to be replaced by exhilaration that they had finally arrived at this great day.

He twitched. He almost smiled. He turned and walked quickly from the room, across the hall towards the library, his band of happy thieves behind him.

*** 

Jacobs and Barney walked swiftly up the road, out of the town towards Hill Farm and the turning up to the big house. Jacobs was clutching the Grail. Barney was carrying the small bag which Jacobs had had with him since he'd left Roosevelt's house.

'You need to be initiated into the Brotherhood before you can sit in on the ceremony,' said Jacobs, very business-like. 'Usually it's a ceremony in itself, but these are exceptional circumstances.'

'Cool.'

'I'm going to tell you some facts. You must accept them, no matter how much they might challenge your current beliefs. If you need a time for reflection, you can do it tomorrow.'

'I'll pencil it in,' said Barney.

'This is all about Jesus and his heirs. He may have died on the cross, but he left a wife and children.'

'I know.'

Jacobs slung him a sharp look.

'What d'you mean?'

'Garrett told me.'

Jacobs grunted. Well, it wasn't as if it wasn't his fault that she'd found out in the first place.

'She won't, at least, know about Azarael Corinthian?'

Barney shook his head. Jacobs strode on, voice rapid-fire.

'The history of the descendents of Christ is long and rich and will be told soon enough. The work of the Prieure de Millport, the society of which you are just about to become part, has involved documenting and protecting the lineage from the time of Christ himself until the present day. It has involved many great dynasties and many public names down the centuries.'

'I'm believing every word so far,' said Barney, a cheap remark which Jacobs pretended he hadn't heard.

'The impetus for much modern political movement, such as the European Union, has come from the Society or its partners. It was all leading to the day, New Year's Eve 2000, the dawn of the new millennium, when the descendants of Christ would be revealed, and the heir to the throne of Israel would step forward and take his place as king, not only over that country, but over the realm of Europe and over Christians and Jews everywhere.'

Barney gave him the old eyebrow.

'Sounds like rank imperialism to me, but go on.'

'The problem was that by the mid-nineteen seventies, there was only one remaining survivor of the line.'

'Azarael Corinthian,' said Barney.

'I shan't dwell on detail, but certain aspects of his lifestyle were questionable. He died of a heart attack at the age of thirty-six.'

'Bummer.'

'Quite.'

Jacobs turned up the road through the farm, the smell of the farmyard embracing them, together with the sound of the shuffling of cows in the night.

'So why d'you keep going?' asked Barney. 'The guy have a love child?'

Jacobs snorted at that remark, although extensive investigations had been carried out at the time to establish whether or not that might be the case.

'The Society has long had this cup in its possession. We believe it to possess magical powers, including the greatest power of all, the power over life and of death. To drink from the cup is to restore and to be reborn.'

Barney walked on at his side, thinking that if it wasn't for all the other baloney and out and out nonsense he'd heard in his life, this would be the most ridiculous mince he'd ever been told. It was, however, in the top twenty.

'I'm intrigued,' he said instead.

'The Society has worked in the past thirty years or so to preserve the legacy and the life of Azarael Corinthian.'

'I thought you said he'd died?'

'We have preserved his body.'

Barney said nothing.

'In order that no one member of the Brotherhood be burdened with the responsibility, Azarael's body was carved into twelve pieces. Each one of us was tasked with retaining one single part, keeping it safe and keeping it, well, frozen, until such times as we were in a position to resurrect the last descendant of Christ.'

Barney looked down at the bag he'd been carrying for the past ten minutes. The look did not change on his face. He didn't drop it or anything. It wasn't as if he hadn't handled frozen body parts in the past, but he was curious as to what exactly it was. There are parts of another man's body, after all, that you just don't want to have too close to your hands.

'The left foot,' said Jacobs, reading Barney's mind.

'Ah,' said Barney, relaxing. 'I can handle that.'

'Tonight,' said Jacobs, and now his voice took on greater weight and solemnity, as if he was announcing some major event on the ten o'clock news, 'Azarael Corinthian will be reborn!'

Barney looked at him out of the corner of his eye.

'By drinking Garrett's blood from the Holy Grail?'

'Indeed. And tomorrow the Society, using its extensive contacts around the world, will announce the return of the heirs of Christ, and change the political map of the world forever.'

Barney had begun to wonder if he'd inadvertently walked onto the set of a movie.

'Why didn't you just use the Grail when he died in the first place? More dignified than keeping him in a freezer.'

'Alas, Azarael took the secret of the Grail's location to the grave.'

'Or to the fridge.'

'We have searched desperately. We knew it was in the cathedral, and we had many long arguments about whether we should demolish the building in our search. However, certain members of the Society held sway and we searched in vain for many years. The millennium came and went. Two weeks ago, however, one of our number made the breakthrough.'

They walked on in silence for a short while, as Jacobs thought of the glory to come and Barney thought of how the monstrously absurd was becoming more and more monstrously absurd as they went along.

'So,' he said, 'tonight you're going to do what, exactly? Arrange the frozen body parts as a kind of jigsaw, pour some of Garrett's blood into the mouth, and the body of Azarael Corinthian will magically reassemble, the fella will get up and tomorrow he's going to be king of the world?'

Jacobs smiled in a determined manner.

'Exactly,' he said.

'Were you drinking at all before you came out tonight?'

'And now, Mr Thomson,' said Jacobs and he took a small knife from his pocket. Here we go, thought Barney, takes all his time to explain his deranged plot to take over the world and then he stabs me. Typical. 'Give me your left hand.'

Ah, thought Barney. Blood brother baloney. Perfect!

He offered up his left hand. Jacobs took hold of it and quickly ran the sharp knife across the palm. Barney winced slightly but the cut was not a deep one. Then Jacobs cut into his own hand and offered it up for Barney to shake. He hesitated a moment at this part of the equation, but then held out his hand and took the hand of Simon Jacobs, so that Barney Thomson joined forever the society of the Prieure de Millport.

The brothers were once again twelve; the Grail had been found. Everything was in place for the resurrection of Azarael Corinthian.

The Ceremonial Big Bang 1

––––––––
The table was occupied. The ten brothers of the Prieure de Millport were sitting in place, waiting to see the two empty chairs filled and ultimately the large chair of office at the head of the table taken by the reborn Azarael Corinthian.
Corinthian himself, or at least his collected body parts, was lying out on the table. Only the left foot, currently being carried by Barney Thomson, and the head, the responsibility of Jacobs, were missing. The brothers now all knew why they were there.

The room was illuminated by twenty-three large white candles, and for the first time in a hundred and fifty years, the fireplace had been lit and the long flue leading up to the surface was finally being made use of.

To the left of the empty seat at the head of the table sat Ephesian, the Bible open in front of him. He was reading over the words, although there was not one of them which was not engraved on his heart. Opposite him sat Ping Phat, who had cheekily taken the place which had for years been reserved for Jacobs. Phat was more than happy to have a childish bunfight over status, even at this late stage.

They heard the movement at the top of the stairs and each of the collective turned and looked up at the approaching footfalls. Most of those in attendance were completely unaware of the drama surrounding Father Roosevelt and were expecting him to be accompanying Jacobs.

The footsteps grew louder and closer, until Simon Jacobs and Barney Thomson stepped out of the dark into the yellow light of the small room. Barney winced at the sight of the roughly put together body on the table top, reminding him as it did of his own questionable past.

There were a few surprised faces around the table, as there had been at the attendance of Romeo McGhee and Ping Phat.

Ephesian nodded at Jacobs, who accepted the instruction.

'Gentlemen,' he began, 'we have one final new initiate this evening, as Father Roosevelt has decided that he no longer belongs with us. This is Barney Thomson, a local businessman.'

The group as one looked in his direction and intoned, in a prescribed chant, 'You are our brother.' All except one of them, who tried to say those words but all that came out was Arf!

Barney looked at Igor in surprise. Igor gave Barney a glad to have you aboard nod.

Around the table, starting from Bartholomew Ephesian, sat Philip Luciens the paramedic; Simon 'Ginger' Rogers, old buffer; Romeo McGhee, young buffer; Igor, deaf mute hunchback; Thomas Petersen, slightly concerned old man; Rusty Brown, old buffer; the Reverend Judas Dreyfus, Judas by name, Judas by nature; Thaddeus Gainsborough, police constable; and Ping Phat, overweight, over-ambitious Chinese golfer.

Such was his general excitement and state of ferment, a minute or so had passed without Jacobs noticing that Phat had taken his seat beside the soon-to–be-reborn king. However, as he looked around the table, having joined with the brothers in welcoming Barney to their midst, he realised the two empty chairs were at the bottom, between Igor and Petersen.

He breathed deeply. He gritted his teeth. The crowning moment of all their lives was just about upon them. This was no time for petty boardroom politics. Yet in ten minutes' time, the new ruler of half the known world would be sitting at the head of the table and Jacobs would be a mile away at the far end, having been usurped.

Ping Phat glanced at Jacobs, let his eyes rest upon the man, let the malaise that existed at his heart sink in, let the new order sink in. Jacobs was no longer number two in the organisation, just as Ephesian was no longer number one.

Ping Phat's eyes drifted away, his face expressionless. Jacobs clenched his fists and looked at Ephesian. Ephesian stared at the Bible.

The other members looked down at the table before them, or at the bizarre assemblage that was Azarael Corinthian, and nervously awaited Jacobs' reaction. Jacobs looked at each of them in turn, deciding whether to pick one of them up and forcibly move them, having already made the judgement call that he couldn't do it to Ping Phat.

At last his eyes settled on Igor, a man with whom he was already unimpressed. Not at all happy that Igor had stood up for Ruth Harrison and Garrett Carmichael. Yet Igor was next to last at the bottom of the table and hardly worth the effort.

Barney watched Jacobs for a few seconds, smiled at what he imagined was running through his head and then took the seat next to Igor. The two men nodded at one another, then Barney opened up the small polythene bag he'd been carrying and, doing his best not to actually touch the item in question, pushed the frozen left foot along the table top into position.

Barney's movement had broken the moment and now Jacobs decided to assert some sort of authority over proceedings. He laid the three bags he had brought down the stairs with him on the table and looked around the room. From the first bag he produced the small wooden cup which he and Barney had retrieved from Lawton's kitchen. He held it aloft for all to see, his face beaming with pride that it was he who had brought the Grail.

'Behold!' he said magnificently, 'the Cup of Christ! Brothers, I bring you the Grail!'

It was a moment and a proclamation that demanded a fanfare, a John Williams-esque melodic cinematic theme or at least a round of applause and a bit of cheering. However, none of the assembled company had ever been in an actual seeing-the-Holy-Grail-for-the-first-time situation, so they were a bit vague on the etiquette. Instead they looked on in awed silence.

Jacobs waited for the reaction, decided that he had received the right blend of fear and wonderment, then slowly took out the small vial of red liquid.

'The blood,' he said, 'with which the king shall be reborn.'

A little less awe this time but still his audience were hooked. They waited nervously for the final package to be opened, the one which Jacobs had retrieved before coming down the stairs.

He looked around his audience, all of whom stared back, anxious and excited. Except Ephesian. And Ping Phat, who was being superior. And Barney, who was slightly bemused by it all. And Igor, who was still angry with Jacobs and with himself for being part of an organisation that would have harmed Garrett Carmichael.

Slowly Jacobs unwrapped the heavy parcel, tiny fragments of ice pinging from it onto the table as he did so. And then, with one final sweeping flourish, the frozen head of Azarael Corinthian was revealed, and Jacobs dramatically held it aloft in his hands, the head high above his own.

'I bring you the King!' he exclaimed, and the pallid frosty blue features of Corinthian looked grotesquely down on the company of men.

Barney shivered and looked away.

Jacobs was breathing heavily, exhilarated by his moment of grandstanding.

'The King!' he said again with vigour, and then he lowered the head and walked slowly round, looking each of the men in the eye as he went. And when he reached the head of the table, he glowered at Ping Phat in triumph, as if this moment actually meant something. Ping Phat ignored him. The glower turned to contempt. And then Jacobs leant across the table and placed Corinthian's head triumphantly at the top of the torso.

'Behold the King!' he said this time, as a variation.

'It is time,' said Ping Phat suddenly, once again dropping the Yoda business. 'Mr Ephesian, let the ceremony commence.'

Jacobs had once again been usurped.

'Yes,' said Ephesian, not taking his eyes off the frozen face of Corinthian.

Jacobs gritted his teeth, slowly straightened up and minced grudgingly back down the length of the table and sat down opposite Barney. He glowered across at him and then turned and looked up the length of the table towards Ephesian.

Ephesian took a deep breath, composing himself. At last the moment had arrived and his nerves were gone.

'Behold!' he began, 'he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they also which pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of him. Even so, Amen. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord!'

Without instruction the men around the table began to join hands, the new initiates going with the flow; Ping Phat reaching across to Ephesian, Barney reaching across to Jacobs.

'Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life!' exclaimed Ephesian.

And then it happened. Suddenly, with no warning, the doors to the small cabinet at the top of the room, little more than four feet from where Ping Phat was viewing the beginning of his next great marketing opportunity, burst dramatically open, and out sprang Luigi Linguini, filled with all the hubris and devotion of the Catholic Church, intent on destroying the most unholy and un-Christian of ceremonies which was about to take place.

'Not so fast, you stinkin' Pagan scum!' he cried.

The Ceremonial Big Bang 2

––––––––
The Catholic Church is a pretty big organisation. One pope, one hundred and fifty-eight cardinals, four hundred and seventeen archbishops, over thirty-seven billion dollars in the bank, over seventy-three thousand chapels and cathedrals and other religious buildings, owning over five million, nine hundred thousand acres of land, with nearly two billion practicing members. And yet, here they were, the entire future of their faith at stake and they were completely dependant on one little guy, who'd been sat scrunched up in a tiny cupboard for the previous seven and a half hours. He was tired, sore, hungry and desperate to go to the bathroom. All that, and it felt like his legs had been asleep forever. Which didn't fit well with suddenly leaping out of the cupboard and trying to sprint across the floor to disrupt the ceremony in whatever way he saw fit.
First big movement onto the floor, the pagan scum remark having just left his mouth, and whack, his legs gave way. Couldn't feel a thing. Right leg first, tried the left but there was nothing there either and suddenly he was pitching forward, arms and legs flaying dramatically.

Smacked his head on the end of the one hundred and fifty year-old wooden table. Tried to stop himself, right enough, but he had little feeling in his arms either. Forehead to wood, a loud crack, and he collapsed onto the floor, the blood immediately oozing from the small cut.

Somebody said, 'What the...?' and let the question drift off.

'Just like the bloody Catholics to screw up,' muttered Jacobs, who still had the humph.

Ping Phat bent down to shift Luigi's head away from his feet. Felt for a pulse and under his nose for a breath.

'Still alive, but unconscious. We can proceed.'

Ephesian nodded. He and Ping Phat once more joined hands, and again there was nothing to stand in the way of the return of the King. That was that for the Catholic Church. If only they had chosen to deploy a thermo-nuclear device to obliterate the entire island, as some of the cardinals had argued.

'Dear Lord!' proclaimed Ephesian, although he didn't quite have the TV evangelist's voice that Jacobs had down pat, 'we gather here today, not to bring back your son, but to restore the line of Jesus, who was king, and who served you as prophet and teacher. Behold, we stand at the door and knock! With the blood of the sacred feminine, we revive the line that was lost. I am he that liveth, and was dead; and, behold, I am alive for evermore, Amen; and have the keys of hell and of death!'

He looked up the table and, for the second time in two days, magically managed to look Jacobs straight in the eye. There passed a look of knowledge and understanding between them, a bond that would not be shaken by the presence of the usurper.

'The blood,' said Ephesian softly.

Jacobs nodded, then lifted the vial of Garrett Carmichael's blood. He removed the top and slowly poured the contents into the Grail, letting the last few drops drip mesmerically. The audience was spellbound. Only Igor found this a little distasteful. Some of the others assumed that someone must have died for this blood, but thought it a reasonable price to pay in order to give life to the man who lay disjointedly before them.

'Full circle,' said Ephesian. 'We must each drink the blood.'

You're kidding me! thought Barney.

That's part of my bird! thought Igor.

Are you sure? thought Petersen.

Nothing none of us haven't done before, thought Luciens.

Just like the Ardennes in '45, thought Rusty Brown.

Didn't even have to do that in the Ardennes in '45, thought Ginger Rogers.

Three billion dollars by the end of the week, thought Ping Phat.

I'd prefer a nice cup of tea, thought PC Gainsborough.

Knew I should have sent Chardonnay instead, thought McGhee.

Not again! thought the Reverend Dreyfus.

However, they were all silent with their thoughts. Jacobs took the first sip, a tiny amount, his tongue flicking out to remove the excess from his lips and then he passed the cup to his left, to Thomas Petersen. And as the cup was passed around, Ephesian recited slowly from Revelations, pausing only to take a sip of blood when the cup was passed to him by Ping Phat.

'His head and his hairs were white like wool, as white as snow; and his eyes were as a flame of fire; And his feet like unto fine brass, as if they burned in a furnace; and his voice as the sound of many waters. And he had in his right hand seven stars: and out of his mouth went a sharp two-edged sword: and his countenance was as the sun shineth in his strength. And when I saw him, I fell at his feet as dead.'

Barney Thomson tasted another person's blood for the first time and then laid the cup, still half-full, down on the table. He swallowed quickly, did his best to rinse the taste out of his mouth with saliva. Tried not to think about what he was part of. Suddenly felt a bit nervous about the freakishness of it all, of this absurd chopped up body lying frozen before them.

'Pass the cup to the head of the table,' said Jacobs quietly, and Barney wondered how long he'd been lost in morose contemplation.

He passed the cup onto Igor and then through Romeo McGhee, Ginger Rogers and Luciens, it reached Ephesian.

'By the pouring of the blood onto the lips of our King, and by the laying of our hands upon him, the line of Christ will be reborn!' cried Ephesian, who was just about beginning to get the hang of the Jimmy Swaggert routine. 'We must stand!'

As one the brotherhood rose. Every heart was thumping at the thrill of the moment, even the hearts of the new initiates who had come along curious rather than faithful. Ping Phat saw investment and marketing and money; Romeo McGhee saw newspapers and marketing and money; Barney Thomson saw none of that, but still his heart raced at this bizarre and grotesque ceremonial creation of life.

'And I saw heaven opened, and behold a white horse; and he that sat upon him was called Faithful and True. And he hath on his vesture and on his thigh a name written, KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS!'

And Ephesian lifted the Holy Grail, the ancient wooden cup of Christ, and poured the remainder of the blood slowly into the frozen mouth of Azarael Corinthian. The first small amount entered the mouth and then quickly it filled the frozen space and began to spill over the sides and run down his cheeks and to collect in two pools on either side of the table.

When he was finished pouring, he placed the Grail on the table and laid both his hands on Corinthian's head.

'Join me, Brothers!' he said, his voice breaking with the strain.

They were almost there, their king was about to be reborn. He closed his eyes and allowed himself a sudden image, a dream of the next few minutes and of the next day, when the glory of God's kingdom on earth would once more be reinforced to a needy and desperate world.

Ping Phat also placed his hands on Corinthian's head and then, in turn, down the table the brothers of the Prieure de Millport pressed their hands against the frozen flesh of the naked heir to the throne of Israel and of Europe. Barney Thomson lightly touched the left foot, noticing that no one was bold enough to lay their hands on the royal genitals.

The fire flickered with some draught down the long flue, there was not a man amongst them who was not shivering with nerves, or wracked by anxiety, every sinew strained, every muscle rigid.

'And he shewed me a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of the Lamb!' declared Ephesian.

'Return to us, oh Lord!' cried Jacobs.

'Return to us!' cried Ephesian.

And then the cry was taken up by six more, 'Return to us!' and then ten of the brothers of the Prieure de Millport began to exalt in unison, 'Return to us! Return to us! Return to us!' Barney raised an eyebrow and wasn't chanting anything.

'Arf!' chanted Igor.

'Be reborn, my King!' ejaculated Ephesian, breaking ranks. 'De profundis clamavi ad te, Domine; Domine, exaudi vocem meam!'

They all felt it; they felt the power and the majesty of the Lord coursing through their veins. They pressed their hands more firmly against the cold body, they each closed their eyes and lifted their heads to heaven, waiting to be touched by God, waiting to feel the warmth return to the frozen body of Azarael Corinthian.

Ephesian felt a shiver pulse down his spine, his fingers itched and twitched, but the spasms in his head were gone forever. His moment had arrived and not just the heir to the king of kings was about to be reborn.

'Arise! Arise!' he called.

'Arise!' cried a few of the others.

'Arf!'

'Drop down dew, heavens, from above, and let the clouds rain down righteousness; let the earth be opened, and a saviour spring to life!' ejaculated Jacobs, getting in on the act.

And the great love and strength and power of the Lord flowed down from heaven as a raindrop on a tiny leaf, and they all felt bathed in the wondrous glory of God's light. This was the moment of resurrection when their king would be reborn!

Ephesian dared to open an eye and look at what had been the jigsaw of Azarael Corinthian.

Nothing had changed.

A few others dared open an eye as they had imagined the heat of the Lord's blessing surging through the stricken and chopped up body of their king.

Nothing.

Slowly, around the circle, one by one, they all opened their eyes, the taste of blood still on their lips, and looked at their king. Still frozen, after all these years.

'What's happened?' asked Rusty Brown.

Ephesian said nothing. Suddenly the twisting discomfort which had plagued his stomach for the previous two days returned.

'What's gone wrong?' asked Jacobs, looking at Ephesian.

Ephesian had once again lost the ability to look Jacobs in the eye and was suddenly on the point of returning to the shell he had occupied all his life. It should have happened by now, the resurrection should have come with the pouring of the blood and the laying on of hands. Ephesian felt scared and nervous, wondering if he had done something wrong, wondering if he had not followed the ancient Prieure de Sion parchments correctly. Had he just let down generations of knights and monks and grand masters? Mouth open, breath beginning to come in short stabs, eyes wide and locked on Corinthian's blue and frozen face.

There was a stunned and suddenly melancholic silence around the room. There was not a man there, amongst the permanent members of the society, who had not believed that the Grail would bring their revered leader back to them. Instead, they were standing flat and dejected, confronted by nothing more than twelve individual body parts, assembled in approximately the right order, and still frozen.

'Maybe we could stick him in the microwave,' said Rusty Brown.

Jacobs was the first to move, walking round the table and picking up the Grail. The affront of Ping Phat, the hubris of the man in trying to appropriate the organisation for his own ends, was now forgotten. All that mattered was that the Grail had not done what they had thought it would.

'Dear Lord, how could you let us down? How could you deny us the divine powers of the Grail, the cup of Christ?'

He held the Grail aloft, so that one or two of the others looked up at it, as if raising their eyes up into the face of God. And one or two of them, it must be said, took a look at their watches and thought, I have to be up early in the morning.

'I think I'm seeing a problem here,' said Barney Thomson.

Jacobs stared angrily at him, as if equating the fact that Barney could see a problem, with Barney also causing the problem.

'Problem, yes, there is,' said Phat, who was looking most disconcerted at the disappearance of a host of marketing opportunities. For example his extensive range of Cup of Christ Kitchenware, which was at that very moment being manufactured by six year-old children in Malaysia, would all be for nothing.

Ephesian did not even hear Barney. He was slumped in his chair, eyes locked on the frozen face, yet seeing nothing.

'You're saying that the Grail has divine power,' said Barney.

'Yes,' snapped Jacobs angrily.

'Yet, your whole argument here, all your society is about, the secret it has been keeping all this time, is that Jesus was the descendant of the kings of Israel, a mortal man, that there is a direct lineage from him to this frozen piece of disassembled meat before us. A king perhaps, but not born of God.'

'Yes,' snapped Jacobs again, but he had begun to see where Barney was going.

'So the Society claims that Jesus was mortal and not divine. He was not born of God. Therefore, if he's not divine, why would the cup he had his last drink out of, be divine?'

There were a couple of nods around the table.

'You didn't seriously think that this,' he said, indicating the grotesque array of parts before him, 'was ever going to come back to life? And if it had, that it wasn't going to scare the absolute hell out of you?'

He let the words sink in. There was some low murmuring around the table. Jacobs looked incensed but it was impossible to tell who or what he was incensed at.

'I suppose,' someone muttered.

'I've seen some weird stuff in my time,' said Barney, 'but it's usually being done by weird people. You lot are too normal for this.'

He looked around the table, at all the embarrassed faces.

'Who would've believed you anyway? How can you prove or disprove anything that is born of faith? It comes from the heart and the soul. Two thousand year-old parchments aren't going to tell anyone that what they feel inside isn't true. And this...,' and he waved his hand at the table, letting the words drift off. 'Go home, go to bed,' he added, then he took a last look around the collective and turned to Igor.

'Come on, mate,' he said. 'Let's go.'

'Arf.'

Jacobs looked angrily at them but had no words to stop them. The rest of the collective watched them turn to go, thinking about what Barney had said and wondering just how weird they were being exactly.

Barney took a last look at the absurdity of what had just taken place, and then he and Igor began heading up the stairs.

'You going back to Garrett's?' asked Barney.

'Arf.'

'Cool. Maybe I could sleep at yours, 'cause I've just realised the time.'

They were gone, and then there were ten.

Around the table the low mumblings grew, the shuffling and the rustling and the glances at watches. A few looks were thrown the way of Jacobs and Ephesian, but no longer was anyone concerned with Ping Phat. Ten minutes ago they had accorded the man some respect, the monied businessman from the east. Now he was a fat foreigner who'd been stupid enough to get involved in an extremely bizarre business with a bunch of no-hopers in provincial Scotland.

'I should probably be getting to my bed,' said Ginger Rogers. 'Up to Glasgow in the morning. Getting the 7.50 from Largs.'

'Aye,' said Rusty Brown. 'I'm having a lie in tomorrow, but I'm keen to start it now.'

Chairs were pushed back, tired bodies were raised up onto tired legs, and the last ever meeting of the Prieure de Millport was in the process of being dismantled.

'Someone should probably do something with that,' said Luciens, pointing to the frozen corpse.

'I'll come back up in the morning,' said Gainsborough. 'Need a cup of tea and my bed.'

'It's not like he's going anywhere,' added Luciens, and Gainsborough laughed.

And then, walking around the table, Luciens stumbled across the prone figure of Luigi Linguini and the paramedic in him took over and he bent down to try and revive the man, considering it a better option than trying to haul a dead weight up the stairs.

And so, in a quick succession of ones and twos, the members of the collective were gone, including Ping Phat, already on the make, already running through in his head what merchandise had been manufactured up to this point and how best it could be marketed around the world.

And in the end, after Luciens had raised Luigi groggily to his feet and told him not to keep calling him pontiff, only Simon Jacobs and Bartholomew Ephesian were left.

Jacobs slumped down into the seat next to Ephesian, and he too locked his eyes on the blood covered face of Azarael Corinthian. Years of planning and dreams all for nothing. The lineage of Christ was dead. They still had the documentation, but they knew that Barney had been right. What did any of it matter?

'Dear Christ,' said Jacobs, the words a low and humble mumble.

Bartholomew Ephesian said nothing, but stared morosely at the top of the head of the last king of Israel, as he began the long night's drift into the long early morning of the first day of his descent into insanity.

Epilogue: A New Dawn

––––––––
It was a fresh day, mostly blue skies peppered by occasional strings of white clouds, the wind which was blowing in off the sea a delicious cool breeze, smelling of salt and adventure and faraway places. A spring day, still demanding a jacket and a robust pair of trousers, but a spring day as it used to be before global warming weirded out the planet's weather systems for the foreseeable future. Middle of April, bit of sun, bit of chill in the air, winter over, hint of summer, the wonderful smell of the grass and the earth from a little rainfall in the middle of the night.
Barney had left the door of the shop open so that he could fully savour the aroma of morning. He had stopped at the bakers on the way along the road and had bought four fresh rolls, two each for him and Igor. Intended to wait and see if any customers arrived first thing, before establishing exactly when he was going to ask Igor to grill the bacon out back. Cup of tea, beautiful morning, bacon roll.

Today he could let his mid-life crisis pass. It would be back, presumably, on its pale horse, to wreak whatever havoc it chose with his mental well-being, but today the world seemed all right. He could get the paperwork signed, commit himself to this place and to Igor, and maybe he'd take his first look at houses along the front. See if there were any available round the west side of the island. Something near the boatyard.

He was standing in the doorway, resting against the frame. Igor was inside the shop, leaning on the brush, following his gaze across the road and the white promenade wall, out to sea. The waves were low, occasional white horses breaching the swell, a few small boats bobbled around in the bay.

Barney vaguely wondered if the secret society would continue its work, even without a figurehead. Or perhaps they would have decided in the middle of the night to keep the figurehead they had frozen, until such times as science had found a way to successfully resurrect him. After all, hadn't he himself once been reduced to just a brain in a jar?

Barney did not know, never would know, and would not have cared had he known, that Ping Phat and his entourage had departed that morning, having spent the remainder of the night plundering the Prieure de Millport's secret documents and its secret frozen body parts. They had taken it all, while Ephesian and Jacobs had stood by and let them, so lost were they in disappointment. Not that Ping Phat had any grand motives involving lineage and the denunciation of two millennia of Pauline beliefs and dogma. He had no idea what use he would make of all the material, yet he knew that leaving it behind benefited him not. Better to take it with him and establish later how much money he could make from it. Even at a basic level, perhaps the Catholic Church would be willing to pay for it.

Ping Phat was gone, the Prieure de Millport had been split asunder, Ephesian and Jacobs were broken men who would never recover. Barney Thomson was just a guy who was about to buy a barbershop and settle down into life by the sea, and who cared not at all for the plots and schemes of clandestine societies and Asian businessmen.

'I got a right roasting from Miranda this morning. Felt like a kid,' said Barney, turning his head into the shop. 'How was Garrett?'

Igor nodded, couldn't keep the hint of a smile from his face. Certainly there was a relaxed serenity about him, which Barney recognised as coming from the realisation of true love.

'Smashing,' said Barney. 'You know what a Garrett is, as in the third divining force in life?'

'Arf,' said Igor.

'You'll have to explain it to me sometime,' said Barney.

'Arf.'

'Thanks, mate.'

'Excuse me!' said a cheery voice.

Barney turned, a customer on the doorstep. And one of the twelve, no less. Luciens, the paramedic.

'Hello,' said Barney, stepping back. 'Come in.'

'Thanks,' said Luciens.

Igor nodded at him, the spell of early morning had been broken, and he returned to the back of the shop, his hunch a little less marked than before, and began to carefully and dutifully sweep away at whatever was left of yesterday's hair. Luciens removed his jacket and took his place in the chair before the mirror.

Barney took a quick last look out at the sea before the work of the day was due to begin, then walked over to the chair and draped the cape and small towel around Luciens' neck and shoulders.

'Morning off?' asked Barney.

Luciens nodded.

'On call, to be fair,' he said, 'but it's not as if anything much ever happens around here, you know.'

Barney smiled.

'And even when it threatens to,' added Luciens, 'it usually goes wrong, eh?'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Seems to be that kind of place.'

'Aye, that's what so good about it.'

'Arf.'

Luciens paused, a wee smile came to his face as he thought about something.

'Funny that, when the Italian fella leapt from the cupboard and immediately splatted his head against the table,' he said, laughing. 'Wanted to have a bit of a giggle at the time.'

Barney shared Luciens' laugh, the wonderful light-heartedness of it being infectious.

'But hey,' Luciens continued, 'I had a cracking idea for that lot the other day when I was talking to the weans.'

Barney started the cut as Luciens talked, aware without asking that he would be after a Hugh Jackman - Van Helsing.

'Which lot?' he asked to show interest although he knew who he meant.

'Rome,' said Luciens. 'The Vatican. I was attempting to put into words the difference between Coke Lite and Pepsi Lite, which wasn't easy by the way, and I got my words mixed up and said Pope Lite.'

He raised his eyebrows to Barney in the mirror.

'Pope Lite, what d'you think? Doesn't it have a fantastic ring to it? Catholicism with half the guilt. Think how many more people they could interest in the whole religion thing if they offered a kind of fast food version, you know what I'm saying? A ten minute, pray 'n' dash service; shorter hymns, soundbites instead of sermons, maybe a commit one sin, get one free offer. They'd be queuing up. Fan-tastic!'

Barney studied the back of Luciens' head and snipped carefully around a patch which 2Tone had obviously got his hands on at some time in the past.

Another strange little episode of his life was over. Maybe he would stay here for a while after all, let something other than wandering and loneliness become normal.

'You could give away little plastic, moveable figures of Christ with every confession,' suggested Barney.

Luciens nodded.

'Top!' he said. 'You know, I really think we could go somewhere with this. You know, maybe we could draw up a blueprint over a pint tonight? You on?'

Barney thought about it but not for long. What was there to think about?

'Sure,' he said. 'We can put together a portfolio and present it to the Archbishop in Glasgow.'

'Top,' said Luciens. 'You in, Igor?'

Igor raised his head from his serene dreams of Garrett Carmichael. He had no idea what they'd been talking about.

'Arf,' he said.

'Cool,' said Luciens. 'The more the merrier.'

Barney looked at Igor and nodded.

'The Kendall tonight at eight, it is then,' said Barney, so that Igor picked it up. 'Although, Igor might have other things to do.'

Igor nodded and then returned to his sweeping. Barney watched him for a second, took another glance out at the unflustered sea, took a moment to be aware of the smell coming in on the breeze, and then turned back to his customer.

'But you wouldn't sell burgers!' said Luciens, coming up from another thinking session. 'Or soft drinks for that matter. No sir, that would be like blasphemous, and you can't have that.'

'Not in this life,' said Barney.

'No way,' said Luciens.

'Arf!'
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Prologue: Too Many Thieves

––––––––
Late September, the summer still clinging to the islands in the Clyde estuary. A strange and alien mugginess to the evening after a still day of sun and cloud and no wind and flat seas. Even the seagulls were silent, perched on railings and white walls, faces turned to the south searching for a breeze.
The town had been listless all day. People huddled in cool doorways. Now the night was uncomfortable and the small room above the bar on Cardiff Street was warm and lazy.

There were ten of them sitting around the table. Two women, eight men. Each one of them in it for the money, not one with the slightest trust in any of the others. Squabbles and petty bickering.

Tonight had been slightly different, none of them seeming to have the energy to fight. There had been routine discussion, the usual arguments from the old woman, but for once no one had taken her up on any of her contentions.

Everything seemed normal. Everything seemed to be continuing as it had now for three years. But nothing ever stays the same; nothing lasts forever; all things must pass...

He drummed his fingers on the table and looked around the room. Nine others. It was an absurd amount of people to have in on an operation such as this. It was flabby, and once the whole thing started to disintegrate, there would be too many people to talk and too many people trying to pick up the last of the pieces.

Too many people, not enough pieces.

The fruits of their ill-conceived labour were never going to increase, and so there was only one way to improve on his own personal profits. When the time was right, when it became apparent that everything was about to implode, then it would be time to start reducing the number of the group.

No honour amongst thieves.

'You want another drink?'

He looked at the young man to his right and smiled. Maybe not everyone needed to die.

'Aye, that'd be nice, thanks. A gin and tonic.'

The younger man stood and squeezed his shoulder, headed for the bar. He watched him for a second, letting his eyes stray down the length of his jeans. Then he turned back to the table, surveyed the others, and wondered which of them would be the first to go.

Part I

––––––––

And Slowly, It Crept In From The Fog

––––––––
The first week in November. Now that the clocks have gone back, the evening seems to arrive in an unexpected rush and the mild breeze of early autumn has been usurped by a bitter wind whipping in cold off the sea.
It has been a troubled day out in the bay, a restless sea, agitated waves snapping at the few boats left buoyed on the shore side of the two small islands which shelter Newton beach. However, as the cold afternoon progressed, the wind died and now, as darkness begins to creep from the east and enclose the town of Millport in its sombre fist, a strange fog has settled over the town and the sea is still. The still of the grave.

Barney Thomson turned away from the window of the barber shop. The fog was so thick he could barely see the ten yards across the road to the white-painted promenade wall. He felt the chill of early evening, even though it was warm in the shop and it had been two hours since he'd last stepped outside to breathe in the remains of the day.

'It's a little flowery,' he said, 'although maybe you were getting away with it until the line about the grave.'

The young man sitting in the third barber's chair closed the lid on his laptop and smiled.

'It's totally cool,' said Keanu McPherson, a child of Bill & Ted, if ever there was one. 'You have to have something about the grave, man, you know. Grave's are like, so symbolic.'

'You think?'

'Totally.'

Barney smiled and glanced at the clock. Almost seven o'clock. He could have gone home two hours ago, but always there seemed to be someone else drifting into the shop for a late afternoon cut, or just for a chat or a piece of advice. And what was it that he was going home to exactly?

'You should head off,' he said, something he'd already said fourteen times.

The summer had been busy. Millport was changing again; people seemed to be coming back. Terrorism, the war in Iraq, airport queues, all-over body searches, the possibility of getting blown up in mid-air, the likelihood of getting held up at the airport for three days. People were staying home. Millport had had its best summer in two decades and Barney hadn't been able to keep up.

He'd advertised for an assistant and had had just four applications. One old fellow whose fingers were so arthritic he could barely hold a pair of scissors, but who had claimed that scissors were no longer necessary for today's barber. Another old guy who had fallen asleep while Barney was giving him his informal chat. A third old guy who had ranted incessantly during the informal chat, and who had clearly wanted to use the barber shop as a platform for his futuristic views on the deportation of all women to the kitchen. And Keanu McPherson, 21, who had actually been trained as a barber.

They'd had a good summer. Somewhere along the way he'd intended letting McPherson go, however it hadn't happened yet and now he wasn't sure if it would. The customers liked him, and what did Barney care if his workload was cut in half?

Keanu McPherson stood up, tucked the laptop under his arm, grabbed his jacket from the hook on the wall and held up a farewell hand.

'Adios, my old amigo,' he said.

'See you tomorrow,' said Barney.

The door opened. He felt the chill of the night sweep into the shop, and then it was closed again and the sound of McPherson's footsteps quickly vanished into the fog.

Silence.

He turned round and looked at the shop. Another day done. There hadn't been a real customer in over an hour and a half. What was it he was waiting for?

He now had a house round on Kames Bay, looking back over the town and beyond to the hills of Arran. He enjoyed the walk back after work, even now that it was dark. Feeling the sea in the air, the taste of salt on the wind. Sometimes he'd stop at the Crocodile Fryer and pick up a fish supper, so that he'd meander even more slowly back to his house. Sometimes he wouldn't stop at the house and he'd walk on round the island. Forming great philosophies or maybe just with a blank mind. Getting used to being settled again after years of wandering, becoming accustomed to Millport, the pace of the town, the people, knowing that at last he'd found the place he was going to stay.

The door opened. Barney turned quickly, surprised, trying to shake off the fright. There was an old fella standing just inside the door. An old, green wax coat, undone, a wool sweater underneath. A neat, grey beard. Grey hair, eyes the colour of the sea. Barney noticed his hands, a fisherman's hands, calloused, resilient.

'You gave me a fright,' said Barney, slightly disconcerted by the stare. In a town of old fellas, here was one he didn't recognise.

The man smiled and removed his coat.

'Sorry, didn't mean to scare you. You got time to give an old man a haircut?'

Barney looked unnecessarily at the clock.

'Of course,' he said.

'Just a quick dash with a pair of scissors,' said the guy. 'In a bit of a rush, as I expect you are yourself.'

He slipped into the chair. Barney went about his business. Sorted out the cloak, the rubber hair-falling-down-neck shield, scissors, comb. Action.

'You here visiting?' asked Barney, once he had embarked on the cut. Hadn't needed to ask what was required. Here was a man who would clearly benefit from a Cary Grant.

The old guy was off, mind elsewhere. Finally he caught Barney's eye in the mirror and snapped back to the present.

'Just stopping at the pier for a couple of things. Got a small fishing vessel, the Albatross. Working out of Ullapool. Heading back out into the Kyles tonight.'

'In this fog?' asked Barney curiously.

The old guy glanced out the window, then he looked back at himself in the mirror. Face expressionless, as if the fog wasn't there.

'Needed to pick up food for Grudge.'

'Grudge?'

The man giggled, a strange but delightful sound from an old throat.

'My lab. He travels everywhere with us. He's a wee gem. Found him on a night just like this up at Tighnabruaich.'

Barney nodded and smiled. There was a beautiful serenity about the old man. Outside the evening was cold and grey, the clawing mist enveloping the town. The fisherman was like a warm and lazy summer's afternoon.

The quiet of an autumn day fell upon the shop. There was silence outside, and inside just the snip of the scissors, the occasional click of steel against the comb. Barney was on autopilot. The fisherman stared into the mirror.

Barney had to snap himself out of the reverie when he suddenly realised that he had finished. The Cary Grant was done. He removed the cape, brushed away the hairs which had escaped onto the old man's shoulders and nodded at him in the mirror.

The old fella stood up, admired himself in the mirror for a few seconds, then ambled across the shop and took his jacket from the peg. He turned and stared out at the fog as he slipped it over his shoulders, then he searched around in his pocket for something. Barney took a brush and started to sweep up, as ever giving the customer time to sort out the finances.

'I don't have any money,' said the old guy, a statement of fact delivered with no apology.

Barney looked quizzically at him. He was surprised but not at all bothered. There was something about the man that made it all right.

'How are you going to get food for Grudge?' he asked instead.

The old fella smiled and tapped his pocket.

'Already dealt with that. I'll drop the money by the next time I'm in town.'

Barney shrugged.

'Whenever.'

The fisherman looked away from Barney around the shop, taking in the white walls and the adverts for Gillette, the three large mirrors, the pictures of George Clooney and Brad Pitt, and the painting of Alan Rough, playing against Iran in 1978.

'Nice place,' he said. 'Bright.'

He looked at Barney, smiled again, and then walked out into the fog and the chill evening. Barney got the blast of cold as the door closed, and watched the green of the jacket slip away and disappear into the mist.

He shivered. Caught sight of his reflection in the window.

Barney Thomson, barber. Fifty-five and a half.

He stopped another shudder before it racked his spine any further, then he bent over the brush and finished off sweeping up the remains of the old fisherman's cut.

If Death Was A Fish

––––––––
The mist had cleared by the following morning; the day had the fresh beauty of mid-autumn. The air was crisp, the sea flat calm. There was a weak sun coming from over the mainland.
The forty-five foot yacht, Cruachan, was puttering along the coast of Bute, having spent the night nestled away from the fog in Rothesay Bay. Headed down the firth in search of a wind, three men were sitting on deck, looking over at the Isle of Cumbrae, enjoying the stillness of a calm day at sea. Bacon sandwiches, tea. The surrounding hills were green, the mountains of Arran bathed in a beautiful light. They had been disappointed to awake to no wind and the prospect of a day running on the engine, but the glory of the surroundings more than made up for it.

Up ahead, coming round the head of Little Cumbrae, they could see a medium-sized tanker heading towards them. The only other boat present was a small fishing vessel, sitting dead in the water near the shore on Kilchattan Bay. No movement on board. The three men had been keeping an eye on it for the previous few minutes, waiting for some sign of life.

It was just before eight-thirty when they came to the bay, and the small trawler was a hundred yards across the calm water.

'Cut the engine,' said one of the three men.

The man at the engine followed the other's gaze to the fishing vessel. Nothing out of place, no sign of trauma. And yet there was an air about it. Maybe it came from the silence of the morning, maybe from the lack of movement on the boat. Perhaps it was just the peculiarity of a fishing vessel sitting in this place at this time. He cut the power and they steered the boat round directly towards the fishing vessel.

As they drew up alongside they could see the name written in white down the side. The Bitter Wind. MPT908. Light blue lines, red in the lower half. The boat was running light. Not a new vessel, but well kept.

'Hello!' one of the men shouted.

'Ahoy!' called another.

Cruachan drifted lazily up beside the Bitter Wind, then the two boats bumped side by side. Such was the stillness of the water and the slow approach of the yacht, they were able to grab the side of the fishing vessel so that they stayed alongside.

Cruachan nestled a couple of feet lower than the Bitter Wind, and they looked warily onto the deck and into the cabin.

'Hello! Everyone OK in there?'

A metal chain clanked against a bar. The boats nuzzled together, gentle bumping noises. One of the men looked up at the clear blue sky, feeling a shiver of trepidation.

'No seagulls,' he said.

'Come on, you've got ten years on us. You can climb aboard.'

The youngest of the three men looked rueful, then put his feet up on the railing of their yacht, put his hands on the side of the Bitter Wind and hoisted himself up and into the fishing vessel.

Safely aboard he stopped and looked around. Everything in order, the boat had not been worked since the last time it had left port. The nets were packed away at the side, ropes neatly stored, the deck uncluttered. It was as if the owners had been wanting to sell the vessel and they'd been paid a visit by the Boat Doctor.

'Hello,' he said, looking into the cabin. Still expected three or four angry fisherman to suddenly appear brandishing machine guns, accusing him of being a pirate.

That kind of thing happens on the Clyde.

'Go into the cabin,' said one of the others.

'Get the log,' said the other.

The man on the fishing vessel nodded and walked forward.

'Hello?' he ventured again, but he knew that there was going to be no one there. At least, no one who was going to answer him.

As he reached the door he got the first hint of death. Not a smell, nothing tangible. He could just feel it. He hesitated, stopped himself glancing back at his crewmates. I don't want to go in because it doesn't feel right...

He ducked down through the door and entered the small cabin. Stopped, took it in. Nothing out of the ordinary. A chart of the firth of Clyde and Kyles of Bute laid out on a small table. An empty mug, its insides tea-stained, set beside it. Three macks hung on the pegs on the back wall, two yellow, one green. A hat on another peg. Chair in the corner, a newspaper on top. From the headline, America Invades Itself As President Confuses Iowa With Iran, he knew that it was a couple of days old.

From outside he could hear a radio playing. His friends must have turned it on, he thought. Break the stillness. What was the music? Mahler? Maybe it was Mahler, he wasn't sure.

He made himself approach the doorway at the back. A small space behind. As soon as he changed his angle, however, he could see the feet, propped up, in a pair of well-used boots. Not sailing boots. An old-fashioned pair of hiking boots.

He paused, then finally made himself look in through the doorway.

The body was sitting up against a wall, head slumped down over the chest. The eyes were open, dead grey eyes, staring. The legs were straight out in front, propped on a coiled rope. It wasn't obvious how he'd died. There might have been bruising around the neck, but in the dim light of the cabin, he couldn't be sure.

He turned away and stepped quickly out onto the deck and breathed in the sea air, his eyes squinting against the sun.

He stared at the low green hills rising in front of him up from the bay, and remembered scout camps from forty years earlier. Happy days.

The thought of the corpse in the hold suddenly drenched back over him and he turned and looked at his two friends. One of them held his hand out to help him back down onto the boat. The other was already on the radio to the coastguard.

The Storyteller's Tale

––––––––
The sky is brilliant, a sheer blue that almost defies colour. It is as if iridescent blue angels had collected in heaven and were advancing across the sky in one great, striking mélange of blue. This is blue as must have been defined by the gods when they drew up the colours. This is a blue which would defy any paint chart. This is blue as warmth not cold, blue as exuberance not apathy. Just to look at it is to make one's heart soar and one's eyes to reflect in the giant blueness, turning all those who gaze upon it into other-worldly Paul Newmans.

'What d'you think, chief?'

Barney stared at Keanu, then glanced out at the blue sky, which was very blue, right enough. The door to the shop opened and Igor, Barney's deaf, mute hunchbacked assistant entered, carrying some fresh rolls and a packet of bacon.

They'd been open for just under an hour, the customers had been non-existent, and so he'd sent Igor out to get something interesting for breakfast.

'Blue sky,' said Barney.

Igor smiled, said something that, no matter what was intended, sounded like arf, held aloft the bacon and walked into the back room to get on with the job.

'Maybe I haven't emphasised the blue quite enough, you know,' said Keanu, looking back at the laptop.

Barney glanced at him, Keanu with his unruly blonde hair over his face as he bent down over that morning's blog.

'You're probably right,' said Barney, not one to curtail creativity. 'Perhaps you could compare it to other well-known blues. The sea around Pacific atolls, the blue in blue cheese.'

Keanu nodded, the spark of inspiration having been struck.

'Cool,' he said, and immediately his fingers began to whiz over the keyboard. Barney smiled, then rose, deciding that he'd kill the time he had between now and the arrival of his bacon sandwich by standing at the door and enjoying the cold of a beautiful November morning. Under a particularly blue sky.

The door burst open, no warning, and they were confronted by Rusty Brown, one of the old fellas of the island, looking flushed around the chops, his hair still well cropped from his cut three days previously. The man wasn't here for a haircut.

'You hear the news?' he asked breathlessly.

Barney and Keanu looked at each other.

'Hold the front page,' said Barney.

'Something's actually happened in this dead end town?' said Keanu. 'Awesome.'

'They've found the Bitter Wind adrift in Kilchattan Bay,' said Brown, the words shooting out like they'd been fired from a whale gun.

'Crew?' asked Barney.

There were three of a crew, all of whom lived in Millport. Barney had cut the hair of Ally Deuchar the previous week. Colin Waites was another regular. Only Craig Brown had never been into the shop, and that was because he remained irresolutely shaggy, rather than the fact that he took his business elsewhere.

'They found Ally's body on the boat. Dead. The rumour is his head had been cut clean off, he'd been disembowelled, and the head was sitting in his stomach, his penis stuffed in the mouth.'

Keanu was open mouthed. Barney raised the universal eyebrow of scepticism.

'You made some of that up yourself, didn't you?'

Brown finally came down from the frenetic high of being self-appointed, door-to-door town crier, and looked a bit sheepish.

'The story may have grown in the telling,' he muttered, unused to anyone questioning the tale.

'Tell us what you've been told,' said Barney. 'No frills. These are people we know.'

The seventy-eight year-old Brown, the look of the scolded child about him, held his flat cap in his hands. Somehow alerted to the stramash out front, Igor appeared at the back door.

'Three guys out sailing this morning came across the boat. Everything looked normal, no sign of fuss, no sign of anything having gone amiss. But she was drifting. They called out, one of the fellas went aboard, found Ally dead. And to be fair to the lad me, I don't actually know yet if they've even worked out how it happened. Could have been bird flu.'

'Wow, that's way less exciting,' said Keanu.

'What about the other two?' asked Barney quickly.

'No sign,' said Brown. 'It was like the Mary Celeste.'

He said the last two words very slowly and let them hang in the air. A silence came upon the shop, and the four men looked at each other.

'Arf,' said Igor.

'There were no dead bodies on the Mary Celeste,' said Barney.

'I thought it was the Marie Celeste,' said Keanu.

'Mary,' said Barney. 'Conan Doyle wrote a story about it twenty years after it happened, he called it the Marie Celeste in his story, and it stuck. But it was really Mary.'

'Cool,' said Keanu. 'The power of fiction.'

'Are they bringing the boat back here or taking it into a harbour on Bute?' asked Barney.

'Here I believe,' said Brown. 'Right, I'd better get going, there are others who'll be wanting to know.'

'Keep it straight,' said Barney.

Brown hesitated at the door, gave Barney a salute, pulled on the flat cap and headed out into the fine November morning. The door closed behind him; the shop came upon silence.

Barney stared at Igor and Keanu. The Three Amigos.

'Cool,' said Keanu.

'Arf,' muttered Igor from the back of the shop.

'You know,' said Keanu, 'I'm still not picking up on them. What did he say?'

Barney looked back out at the day, as the first hint of wind out at sea began to break the tranquillity of the flat calm.

'The police will be coming,' said Barney.

Keanu smiled curiously at Igor, nodding his head. There was going to be an actual police investigation on his doorstep. How cool was that? Maybe they'd even want to interview him. He had been the last person to cut the hair of one of the crew members after all.

'And the press,' added Barney, with some melancholy. 'They'll be round here like flies round...' and he let the sentence drift off.

A pause. Stillness. The possibility of murder had once again crept into Barney Thomson's life. He sat back, his heart sinking like an anchor.

It wasn't about him; he wasn't involved; he didn't need to take it personally. Yet, here he was, Miss flippin' Marple, and everywhere he went, someone was guaranteed to get murdered sooner or later.

'...overripe fruit?' said Keanu.

*** 

The police from Glasgow arrived within the hour. There had been some initial confusion in Strathclyde Police about who would take charge of the investigation, because on the face of it, all they had so far was a missing persons and a not-yet-confirmed-as-suspicious death. There was a minor struggle between the police in Largs and their superiors in Glasgow, and it seemed the only person who didn't want to protect his corner and was more than willing to give up as much authority as he could, was the resident policeman on the island of Cumbrae, Constable Thaddæus Gainsborough.

In the end, the constabulary in Glasgow had won the battle, as had been immediately inevitable. This was partly as the Chief Constable wanted to justify the use of the extra helicopter he'd manage to finagle out of that year's budget, and so had sent four police officers down to the scene of the possible crime by the quickest means possible.

As the Sea King HAS6, bought for a snip from a downsizing Royal Navy, came in to land on the helicopter pad in the middle of a small field just across the road from the Millerston Hotel on the west side of the island, the Bitter Wind was just being towed to the pier at Millport, as its home port, barely quarter of a mile along the shore.

Constable Gainsborough was there to meet them, as the helicopter thunderously landed, disgorged its passengers, and then immediately whizzed off back up into the blue sky of a perfect autumnal day. Almost as if it had other things to do.

Gainsborough stood on the edge of the grass waiting for the noise to die down, before coming forward to introduce himself to the three men and one woman who had come to the island.

The four visitors stood and watched the helicopter, as it turned north and began to head back up the Clyde. For all of them it had been their first helicopter trip. Once it had finally become a dot on the horizon, they turned towards Gainsborough and made their way off the grass.

'Welcome to Millport,' said Gainsborough.

The man at the head of the four looked at the gloriously picturesque scene around them – nuclear power station notwithstanding – and said, 'Aren't you supposed to say that after we've found a pit full of dead bodies or we've been in a shoot-out with fourteen masked bank robbers?'

Gainsborough looked a little nonplussed.

'We don't usually get that kind of thing on Millport, Sir.'

'But you do get abandoned fishing boats with dead bodies on board?'

The man held Gainsborough's gaze to see which way he would crumble. Gainsborough shrugged.

'So it seems,' he said.

The police officer walked past him and looked up and down the road. A few cars parked, no moving traffic. An old guy on a bike heading towards them. The gardens of the large Victorian houses all looking neat, tidied for the winter.

'I'm DCI Frankenstein,' he said. 'Any jibes about the name, I'll have heard them before, and I'll break your legs.'

Gainsborough looked at him and then glanced at the other three, as if looking for someone normal to talk to. The woman smiled at him, deciding it was time to put him out of his misery.

'Hi,' she said. 'I'm Detective Sergeant Proudfoot, this is Watkins and Peters, our SOCOs for this job. They'll give the boat the full going over, and then be gone for the time being. The professor and I will stay around for a while, see what we can dig up.'

Frankenstein turned and looked at his sergeant.

'You know I hate it when you say that,' he said.

'You stop threatening to break peoples' legs,' she said, 'and I'll think about it.'

She turned her back on him and looked along the road towards the town, the sweep of Kames Bay in the distance behind it. A scene which would not have looked too different had she been standing there a hundred years earlier.

'As you can see, we're a happy bunch,' said Frankenstein to Gainsborough in a low voice. 'Where's you car?' he added abruptly.

Gainsborough pointed towards the white Land Rover, sitting outside the police station, quarter of a mile along the road. Frankenstein followed his gaze.

'I walked,' said Gainsborough, unnecessarily.

Proudfoot smiled and started walking along the road towards town, the two SOCOs following.

'God's sake,' muttered Frankenstein as he fell into line behind Gainsborough.

'Nice day for a walk,' said Proudfoot, looking out over the blue sea to the island of Little Cumbrae.

'Nice day to find a dead body in a fishing boat at the arse end of the fucking Clyde,' muttered Frankenstein.

Three Men In A Boat

––––––––
As with all small towns up and down the coast of Scotland, there had once been a thriving fishing fleet working out of Millport. However, in time it had dwindled and died, until finally the last trawler had gone out of business and the fishermen had moved on. Then, in the previous year, Ally Deuchar, a local man trained in the arts of crisis loans and job centre applications, had managed to acquire for himself a business plan, a grant from Ayrshire Enterprise and a fishing boat, and had started making short trips out of Millport searching for whatever fish he could find off the coast of Ayrshire and Argyll.
It was a small business, but after initially thinking of the whole enterprise as some sort of scam to acquire business grants, he had discovered a love of the sea and a talent for finding fish when others couldn't. Then one episode of watching Rick Stein charge about Britain meeting people who make garlic toffee and honeyed mince had persuaded him that there was a niche market for the iconoclastic fisherman. He had begun to sell himself as some sort of localised Jamie Oliver to the rich business widows in Helensburgh and to the hotels on Loch Fyne and on down the coast. He still worked out of Millport but had begun to think that maybe it was time to move to somewhere that was a bit more of a hub. Had also begun to think of a bigger boat and more crew.

And now Ally Deuchar was dead.

His girlfriend, Seattle Henderson, discovered the news when Rusty Brown burst into Mapes toy shop and bicycle hire, full of renewed enthusiasm for an extravagant tale, and said, 'Have you heard the news?'

Seattle Henderson, preparing the shop for another sleepy November day, looked up from a small display of Top Trumps cards.

'I know,' she said.

Rusty stopped in his tracks, suddenly realising who he was speaking to, and deciding that the new post-Barney tale that he'd begun telling – of the giant eight-foot lizard which had been discovered on board, dismembered limbs strewn around the cabin, the monster having choked on the head of one of the crew – probably wouldn't be appropriate.

'You know?' he said weakly.

'Yeah,' said Seattle Henderson, 'Britney's pregnant again. I mean, like, what is she doing?'

Rusty Brown wasn't the quickest.

'Britney...?'

'Duh,' said Seattle.

'Not that,' said Rusty Brown. 'The Bitter Wind.'

The enthusiasm had completely gone from his voice. Despite the telling off from Barney, he had carried on expanding the story where he saw fit. But now he was about to tell an innocent young child of a girl that her boyfriend, her true love, was dead.

'The Bitter Wind?' said Seattle. 'The trawler?'

'Aye,' said Rusty Brown.

Cap in hand again, a solemn look on his face, he took a further few strides into the shop, almost knocking over the Lord Of The Rings crossbow, which had been propped against a pillar, un-bought, for five years now.

'She's been found at sea. Deserted.'

Seattle Henderson stopped wiping the dust off the Buzz and Woody models which had gone un-bought for eight years now.

'You mean, like the Marie Celeste?' she asked.

'Mary,' said Rusty Brown.

'Whatever,' she said, looking away from him and returning to the dust.

'Well, the ship wasn't completely deserted. There was one of the crew on board. Dead. I'm not sure which one,' he lied.

Seattle Henderson brushed away at the dust on Woody's brown waistcoat.

'So Ally's missing, maybe dead?' she asked.

'Aye.'

'I mean,' she said, looking up again, 'how many times did I say to him that the whole fishing thing was stupid? How many times? He's such a muppet.'

Rusty took a step or two back.

'I expect he'll turn up,' she continued, turning and placing Woody high up on a shelf. 'If he doesn't, it'll free me up to have a go at Dougie, 'cause he's going to be right pissed off at Britney for getting up the duff.'

'Ah, I thought you meant Britney, you know, the Britney.'

'Naw, wee Britney from up the road.'

Rusty Brown nodded sagely. Here he was, the storyteller, getting told the news.

'She's pregnant?' he said. 'Hardly seems old enough.'

'Duh,' said Seattle, 'she's like fifteen. Like, how old did you think you had to be?'

Rusty Brown felt safe to put his flat cap back in place. He waited for Seattle Henderson to look at him, realised it wasn't going to happen, and then turned and walked slowly out of the shop.

Colin Waites' ex-wife lived in Gourock, and so was not within Rusty Brown's sphere of influence. Craig Brown had a dark and somewhat mysterious background, which did not include anyone who would need to be immediately informed of his disappearance.

Rusty Brown could return to telling elaborate tales to dispassionate parties.

The Notebook Guy

––––––––
Early afternoon. The man from the Largs & Millport Chronicle had arrived. No one from the Glasgow press seemed interested yet. There was a man from the Evening Times on his way, but he had been waylaid at the Holy Friar just after the Largs turnoff on the Beith road. The others were for now working from a brief report that had gone out on Reuters, a report which had stuck to the facts, made the story sound as uninteresting as possible, and had failed to mention murder, decapitation or haddock wars.
Barney Thomson stood at the white promenade wall and looked along at the pier. He'd come out for a walk, fresh sea air, a quiet morning in the shop. He'd had one customer – an elaborate but ultimately unfulfilling Simon Le Bon Rio – while his creative assistant, Keanu, had been quiet all day. Every now and again the lad had gone out to try to find out more details on the Bitter Wind, but had come up with little other than absurd gossip, much of which he had presented to Barney as truth.

Now it was Barney's turn to take a stroll along the promenade. Igor was having lunch with his intended, the town lawyer Garrett Carmichael. Keanu was writing up the latest wild speculation for his blog, in the hope that something major would happen and he might become some sort of a thing, while holding down the fort in case there were any haircutting emergencies.

The crowd on the pier was dwindling. What with it being another slow day in Millport in November, a small assembly had gathered to watch the police investigation. Gainsborough had initially cordoned off the entire pier, but eventually his friends in the audience – and he had known virtually everyone there – had persuaded him to move the rope closer and closer, until the crowd had been within about ten feet of the boat. In the end it had more or less turned into a spectator sport. Like watching CSI live.

Frankenstein had watched the throng encroach, but was of the opinion that if a crime had been committed here, then there was a good chance that the perpetrator would be back to take a look.

However, police investigation doesn't really reward long-term viewing, so after the spectators began to realise that no murderers were going to be uncovered that day on the pier, and that a murder might not even have been committed, the crowd had dropped off, back to whatever mundane aspect of life it was which held them on this sleepy November day.

Barney walked past the small clock tower at the pier entrance. He nodded at a couple of old guys who wandered by – Barney knew all the men on the island, not so many of the women.

'Nothing to see,' said old Tom Brady.

'Took the body away two hours ago,' said old Tom Ramsay. 'By now it'll have been sliced apart like the Rangers defence against Juventus in 1995.' He giggled.

'Away you and shite,' said Brady. 'Rangers defence in '95. At least we were in the Champions' League, what were you in? The Idiots' League? The Losers' League?'

'I've had enough of your pish.'

'My pish? What about your pish? Enough to flood the Loire valley...'

The cut and thrust of radical argument drifted off into the day as they disappeared from the pier. Barney smiled and walked on to the edge of the cordoned-off area. There were only three people left standing now, two still fascinated by events, one leaning against a pole, making notes in a small book.

There were two men working on the boat that Barney could see. One on deck, rummaging carefully through nets, the other bent down inside the cabin, his back turned. Barney watched them for a second and then approached the man with the notebook.

The swell had started to get up and the sea was becoming a little boisterous beneath the pier, sucking noises and the sound of water being drawn between wood.

'What's the latest?' asked Barney.

The notebook guy gave Barney the once over, a classical head to foot glance, taking everything in.

'You're the town barber?' he asked.

Barney didn't even begin to wonder.

'Barney Thomson,' he said, extending his hand, knowing that this wasn't a guy whose hair he'd cut in the past.

'William Deco,' said the notebook guy.

'Your friends call you Art?' ventured Barney.

'Tell me about it,' he replied grimly. 'Might as well have Art stamped on my forehead.'

'What's with the notebook?'

'Largs & Millport Chronicle.'

'William Deco,' said Barney, nodding. 'Of course. I read you every week.'

'You're the one.'

'Always presumed that it was a made-up name. Wondered why you didn't just call yourself Arthur Deco or Artimus Deco.'

'I come from a long line of Decos,' said Deco.

'Your family left Spain in 1646?'

'It was '54 to be precise. We did all right in this country until Charles Rennie Macintosh.'

The guy rummaging through the nets finally stood up and stretched. Looked out to sea, then started wandering around the deck poking at things with a small stick.

'You can't have many abandoned fishing boats to report,' said Barney.

'First one,' said Deco, 'and I've been on the job for thirty-three years.'

'Thirty-three years working for the Largs & Millport Chronicle?'

'Used to think I was going to be someone. The Herald. The Scotsman. Commentary on Good Morning Scotland. Maybe even make the London Times or Newsweek. Used to imagine my by-line in the Herald Tribune, being read and ignored by people on aeroplanes and in big international chain hotels.'

He paused; he let out a heavy sigh, filled with all the weariness of the years.

'Suppose I was right. I am someone. I'm someone who's been writing for the Largs & Millport Chronicle for thirty-three years.'

'You've got your story at last,' said Barney.

'Maybe,' said Deco, 'maybe not.'

'What's the latest?' asked Barney again, having first ventured the question seemingly hours earlier.

'They took the body away zipped up in a bag. None of us saw it. Word is there was no obvious cause of death. These two comedians have been on the boat gathering evidence. They're what we call Scenes of Crime Officers, although everyone just calls them CSI now 'cause of the TV show.'

Barney was familiar with the work of Scenes of Crime Officers, but he wasn't immediately going to fill a reporter in on his background.

'There are two other police here at the moment. They've gone off with the local plod to talk to people, find things out. Two crew members missing, all three of them lived on the island. The trawler was discovered by three old guys out on a yacht. They came in with the boat, gave statements and they're gone. At least they'll have a tale to tell at dinner for the next few weeks.'

Deco paused and looked through his notebook, seeing if there was anything else of note. Face a blank, then a small nod.

'The boat only usually went out for one night at a time, got that from a guy who was standing where you are right now, but it had been gone three nights this time. They'd reported in that they'd be away longer, but no one knows why. Least, no one who I've spoken to yet.'

Barney looked back along the front of the town, Stuart Street quiet in the early afternoon sun. Along the promenade, the Garrison building, newly refurbished and gleaming, past Newton Beach and the crocodile rock, and beyond to Kames Bay, where he could see his house, sitting in amongst the neat row of large Victorian homes at the east end of the town. The seagulls dipped and swooped and cried, the sea showed increasing signs of life.

'When do you have to file?' asked Barney.

'Three days,' said Deco.

'Plenty of time for things to develop.'

Deco muttered something low and dismal.

'Maybe your editor will want to bring out a special Millport Trawler Mystery edition,' said Barney.

Deco wrote something else down in his notebook, as if Barney had just given him an idea, the pages turned away so that Barney couldn't see what he was writing.

'I am the editor,' said Deco darkly.

Barney smiled, turned away from the Bitter Wind and began walking slowly back down the pier.

*** 

Detective Chief Inspector Frankenstein had removed himself from the hands-on investigation and ridden off on a bike. Wanted to get a feel for the town and the island, as he suspected that he was about to be spending the next few days, if not weeks, mired in the place. Nothing concrete yet to say there had even been a crime committed, but he had a feeling.

They'd been told on arrival that riding a bike round the island was what everyone did. He'd scoffed, he'd muttered, he'd stared darkly along the road...and then he'd hired a bike from Mapes and set off on the ten and a half mile island circumference tour. Kames Bay, Farland Point, the Aquarium and Keppel Pier, the lion rock, the wishing well, the sailing club, the ferry ramp... For all that he moaned and curmudgeoned his way through life, he was a good detective. Took it all in.

He reached the far side of the island from the town of Millport, where there is a small obelisk set off the road, just above the rocky shoreline. There were four bikes already leaning against the grey stone, the riders sitting on the grass, looking north up the Clyde estuary, towards Wemyss Bay and beyond. A large dog lay on the grass beside them, stretched out, sleeping. Frankenstein slowed his bike, deciding it was time to get some local knowledge. Or visitor's knowledge.

He laid the bike down on the grass verge and stopped for a second. The day was still beautiful, seagulls spiralling through a sky which had clung on to the astonishing blue which had so captivated Keanu MacPherson. In the distance, the mountains of Argyll were stark in the clear light. He could see the Rothesay ferry heading back to the mainland; a small cargo vessel to his left making swift progress towards the Irish Sea.

He caught the eye of a couple of the cyclists and nodded.

'All right, friend?' said one of them.

Frankenstein grunted in reply. Looked away, smelled the breeze. The Rothesay ferry didn't seem to be moving. Even allowing for perspective. What do I know about perspective, he thought.

'You visiting the island?' asked Frankenstein.

The one who'd already spoken turned and nodded.

'Like, kind of a work team bonding session. You police?'

Frankenstein cursed, an undistinguishable single syllable that still managed to sound incredibly vulgar.

'You're probably here for the Mary Celeste,' said one of the two women, without turning.

Frankenstein nodded. Some police officer. Five seconds' conversation and they had him pegged, and he still didn't have a clue. Work team bonding session?

'What work?' he asked gruffly. He usually needed Sergeant Proudfoot with him to ameliorate his complete lack of social skills.

'MI6,' said the guy who had yet to say anything.

The four of them looked out to sea. No further comment. Frankenstein gave them the once over.

'You came all the way up here from London?' he asked.

'Based in Edinburgh,' said two of them at once. Synchronised lying.

'Bullshit,' said Frankenstein. 'What are MI6 doing in Edinburgh? Isn't that MI5's job?' For some reason, he felt stupid.

'Like you don't think they have foreign nationals in Edinburgh?' said the other woman.

That was why I felt stupid, he thought. He grumbled and found himself looking at some indistinct spot on the water at which they were all staring.

'So,' he went on, thinking that he might as well try to achieve what he had stopped here for, regardless of how annoyed these people were making him, 'are you really here team building, or are you investigating the trawler?'

Another pause. Frankenstein was disarmed by these people, which he hated. He really ought to just get back on his bike. He noticed a family of swans mincing through the water not too far from the shore. Felt small.

'Maybe,' said one of them.

'Could be.'

'We're so secretive, even we don't know what we're doing most of the time.'

'Of course,' said the fourth monkey, 'we've been on the island for three days, so that would have been showing a remarkable amount of prescience, don't you think?'

Frankenstein lifted his bike and clumsily swung his leg over the bar. Three days? If it was true, maybe they would have something to tell him. Not that he was about to ask.

'MI6,' he grumbled under his breath, when he was a good few yards along the road. 'They're probably advertising executives.' As he rode off he heard one of them say, 'Pass the corn chips.'

And once he was out of earshot, the four people lying on the grass by the small obelisk could go back to discussing the international diamond smuggling operation that had brought them to the west coast of Scotland in the first place.

Creep

––––––––
A few more people arrived in the town during the day. Some police, some media, some curiosity seekers. There wasn't much to do and less to find out. The police took a small shop unit along the front and set up an incident room. It had once been a short-lived antique French furniture store, but there hadn't been much call for antique French furniture in Millport, and after a couple of months the place had folded and the owner had legged it with what was left of the local enterprise money he'd pocketed. Now the police were in. The antique French furniture had already been removed, the windows were dirty, the floor covered in dust. Spiders looked down from corners.
The police incident room was next door to the barbershop, separated by two feet of one hundred and thirty-five year-old stone wall.

The men of the barber shop were idle once again. A long winter beckoned. Barney stood at the window, looking out over the sea. Igor brushed slowly at the floor around the chairs, although no hair had fallen for more than an hour. Keanu had fallen into torpor. The sun had dipped behind the Arran hills and darkness was on its way.

'Going to be stormy tonight,' said Barney from nowhere. 'You can feel it. Once darkness comes.'

Igor leant on his brush and looked outside. Keanu glanced up from his laptop, at which he had been staring with ever more glazed eyes, and looked out at the darkening skies.

'Looks pretty clear,' he said.

Silence. Walls too heavy and thick to get even a trace of the activity next door, which wasn't exactly frenetic in any case. The hands of the clock on the wall moved silently. A car drove past in hushed tranquillity.

Barney looked out the window. Seemed to spend his life doing just that. Didn't mind. The others followed his gaze now, Igor leaning on his brush, Keanu, head resting on fist. The sky seemed to darken as they watched. Clouds were gathering from somewhere, the first of the day.

'This is kind of weird,' said Keanu eventually.

'Arf?' asked Igor. Barney didn't turn.

'You know, like, we're sitting here looking out of a window at absolutely nothing. I mean, nothing at all. And yet, it's like, really cool. I'm so chilled. It's like some weird, transcendental drug. I'm tripping on silence and introspection. What is that all about?'

Igor smiled and looked back at the window. A cyclist passed the shop front, panniers stuffed full of shopping; the local road sweeper, Morgan Rembrandt. He threw a wave at the shop as he went, without turning. Barney and Igor nodded in reply. The rear wheel disappeared out of sight.

A seagull landed on the white promenade wall opposite. Cocked its head to the side, squawked. Seemed to look into the shop.

The door opened. Garrett Carmichael, the lawyer. Auburn hair, newly in curls. Lips full, eyes sparkling. Brown suit, knee-length skirt, pale blouse, two buttons undone. Pearls around her neck. Barney and Keanu stared, smiled. She wasn't for them.

'Hi guys,' she said. 'Another busy one?'

'November,' said Barney casually.

Igor leant on his brush. She kissed him on the cheek, stole another quick kiss on the lips. He blushed. A year and a half in. He still blushed.

Garrett Carmichael sat down on the old bench which ran the length of the shop and laid her bag beside her.

'I've had the same kind of day. It's like the place is shutting down early. Usually not this bad until January.'

'You hear about the boat mystery?' said Keanu.

'All about it,' she said. 'Read your blog. Cool.'

'Thanks!'

'You nailed the colour of the sky.'

Keanu nodded and looked mildly sheepish. Barney smiled.

'I'm off home to get the kids,' she said. 'Can I drag Igor away from you?'

'Of course,' said Barney. Probably for the next six months, he thought. But the place wouldn't be the same without the wee fella, so he wouldn't want it even if she tried.

She stood up. Igor muddled into the back room to get his coat. Keanu let himself stare at her for a while. Wished there were more women on the island like Garrett Carmichael.

'Why don't you close for the day?' she said. Looked at the clock. Almost five.

Barney shrugged.

'You're getting a reputation,' she said. 'Sad lonely Barney, spends all his time in the shop, waiting for customers that don't come.'

He gave her a look.

'Well, OK, I made that up. But you know, won't be long, people will start talking.'

Igor appeared back in the shop. She smiled.

'Had a guy in here for a cut past seven last night,' said Barney, annoyed that he felt the need to defend himself. Maybe she was right. Barney the loner. Barney the loser.

'One of the old guys who felt sorry for you?' she said, smiling. Playing a game, wondering if it was really getting to him.

Igor pulled on his coat, waved at Keanu. Keanu saluted.

'A fisherman,' said Barney. 'Old guy right enough. Said he was just stopping off for supplies.'

He hadn't thought about it all day. Just saying it now, though, it sounded strange.

'A fisherman?' she asked. 'From a trawler?'

'That's what he said,' replied Barney. Felt the shiver work its way down his spine. He'd believed him. Why not? Maybe it had just been some old guy with a story to spin. But what difference did it make? The guy had blagged a free haircut. No big deal. Why the shiver? 'Said he was heading off again last night.'

'In that fog?' said Carmichael. 'Sounds pretty weird. D'you tell the police?'

Barney turned and looked at her, as if at last fully engaging the conversation.

'They haven't been in here.'

'They're next door.'

'What am I going to tell them? It was some old guy, it wasn't any of our three from the boat.'

'Barney,' she said, tone starting to drift into the one she used with her kids, 'one guy's dead, two missing, and you get a mysterious fisherman on a dark and foggy night, looking for a haircut at seven o'clock in the evening.'

'Seven-thirty,' said Barney, mind wandering back to the night before. She was right. Why hadn't he thought to go to the police?

There'd been something about the old guy that had made him want to file the thought of him away, to relegate him to some dark recess of his mind and leave the thought to stagnate.

'Seven-thirty,' she repeated. 'Whatever. When you found out about the Bitter Wind this morning, didn't it set some little bell ringing? Are you scared of the police or something?'

Barney looked at the floor, rummaging through his head, trying to work out what it had been that had stopped him from making the connection.

'I don't know,' he said eventually, looking up. 'I didn't make the call, that's all. Just a guy getting a haircut.'

She puffed out her cheeks and shrugged. Glanced at Igor, who was feeling a little excluded.

'You'll go to them now, though,' she said.

Barney held his hands out in a conciliatory gesture. 'Sure.'

'Men are such muppets sometimes,' she said, giving her bag an unnecessary hoik over the shoulder.

'Arf,' said Igor, with raised eyebrow.

'Yes,' she said, 'you 'n' all.'

She opened the door, Igor in tow, and turned back to the others.

'See you, guys. Go to the police.'

Keanu saluted again. Barney nodded.

'Did the old guy give a name at all?' she said, leaning on the door frame. Igor hovered at the exit.

'No name,' said Barney, shaking his head, 'though he said the boat was called the Albatross. Seemed an odd name for a boat.'

She stepped forward, Igor giving her room. Igor was eager to leave.

'I thought the albatross was bad luck for that lot,' continued Barney.

'Isn't it like, if you see an albatross your boat explodes?' ventured Keanu from the sidelines.

'Something like that,' said Barney.

'Or you get eaten by a giant sea serpent.'

'There's only ever been one boat called the Albatross around here,' said Carmichael, cutting through the banter.

Barney shrugged. 'Makes sense. You know the old guy then?'

'The Albatross was a trawler working out of Millport,' she said. Her tone was peculiar and the light-heartedness that Barney had felt from his short exchange with Keanu left him.

'And he moved to Ullapool,' said Barney. What was it that was making his stomach crawl?

The silence from outside seemed to creep into the shop. Keanu leant forward, getting the vibe. Igor shivered under his hump and stared at the ground. He knew what was coming.

'The Albatross was captained by a man called Judah Bennington. He worked out of Millport, but he'd had a couple of bad years around here and he decided to move to Ullapool. Three days after he left, his boat was found deserted at sea. All hands missing. Except for a small dog.'

'When?' said Barney.

'Over a hundred years ago,' she said. '1895 or thereabouts.'

Barney shrugged, a movement which suggested he was much more relaxed than he actually felt.

'Must be another Albatross,' he said.

'Come on,' said Igor, shuffling towards the door, 'we should go.' Although, sadly, it came out as arf!

Carmichael nodded, pulling her jacket more tightly around herself. Feeling the chill of a darkening late afternoon in November.

'There's usually an explanation,' said Barney.

Carmichael smiled weakly and held the door open for Igor, who threw a farewell hand at the others and walked out into the dusk. She exchanged a glance with Barney and then headed out into the cold.

Barney watched them go and then turned to look at Keanu, who was leaning forward, his elbows on his knees.

'Pretty creepy, man' he said.

Barney looked at the clock and decided that it was time to shut up shop for the night. Not yet five, but what did it matter? And he could see the police in the morning. What exactly was he going to tell them now that would make any sense?

'There'll be something,' he said. 'Nothing's ever truly interesting in life. Always something mundane.'

Keanu nodded and drummed his fingers on top of his laptop. Thinking of how this might read on the blog, although he was slowly realising, like an overwhelming majority of bloggers, that he was wasting his time.

'Like a guy in a mask,' said Barney without conviction.

'We've all seen Scooby Doo,' said Keanu.

'Exactly,' said Barney, walking to the rear of the shop to close up the back room.

'Of course,' said Keanu, standing up and making for his jacket, 'that would mean there was some kind of smuggling operation going on. And it won't be drugs, it'll be gold or diamonds or something. That'd be really cool.'

Barney stared at him for a second, then shook his head.

'No,' he said simply.

Keanu stood at the door, jacket on, laptop under his arm, ready to rock 'n roll.

'Yeah, you're probably right,' he said. 'Likely just some dumb-ass ghost or other.'

He saluted, opened the door and was on his way.

Barney watched him go and then stood alone in the shop. Felt the silence of the empty workplace. It was a feeling he had always enjoyed, but not this afternoon. Suddenly felt something very uncomfortable, a feeling that could only have been fear.

Nothing scared him, not after all he'd been through, not after all the death and bloody carnage that he'd been witness to in his life. That's what he'd thought these last few years. Too cool, or maybe just too old and tired to be afraid.

He pulled on his jacket, opened the door, turned off the lights and walked quickly out of the shop. A glance along the street, the smell of the sea. Locked the door, turned and looked out at the waves and the darkness coming in quickly from the east.

He could see the Arran ferry in the distance, moving silently and slowly towards Ardrossan. Another small boat, indistinguishable in the dark, was coming round the headland of Little Cumbrae.

Barney Thomson turned to his right, and decided that tonight he'd eat his dinner in the Incidental Mermaid halfway up Cardiff Street. Maybe he'd talk to Carrington for a while if he was in, and maybe he'd spend the evening watching whatever European football happened to be showing on the TV.

The Frankenstein Forensics Phobia

––––––––
Erin Proudfoot hit the off-switch on the computer, then took her feet down off the desk. An incident room for one dead and two missing fishermen. She hated incident rooms. The very fact of one being there suggesting the seriousness of the incident which had preceded it. You didn't get an incident room for non-payment of parking tickets.
'Still in the wrong job,' she muttered, as she shuffled a couple of pieces of paper, inadvertently glancing at notes she'd made from the investigation so far. A day of talking to islanders who knew nothing, or at least, nothing that might be of use. Lots of detail on the lives of the crew members, nothing that would even remotely point to a reason for their disappearance.

The door at the back opened and Frankenstein walked out. She'd heard him on the phone, the low drone of his voice, talking to someone in Glasgow. She thought maybe the pathologist. He looked miserable, but then he always looked miserable.

'Where are you going?' he said.

'I want some dinner,' she replied. 'It's late.'

He glanced at the clock. 7.30.

'Don't say it,' she said. 'I think it's late. There's nothing else doing for the night. I'm hungry. You should eat something,' she added. 'Come on. You can tell me your favourite jokes.'

'Just spoke to pathology,' he said. 'Had a long chat.'

'Go on,' she said. 'After twelve hours of searching for the cause of death they found a knife in his back?'

Frankenstein settled back against the edge of a desk. Proudfoot recognised that he wasn't happy with what he was about to tell her.

'They say he died of fright,' muttered Frankenstein grudgingly.

Proudfoot stared at the floor and then smiled.

'That's, em, very Sherlock Holmes,' she said.

'It's Scooby fucking Doo,' said Frankenstein, 'that's what it is.'

'No one ever dies in Scooby Doo.'

'Whatever.'

'How did they come to that conclusion?' she asked, enjoying the look of cantankerous gloom which was rampaging across her boss's face.

Frankenstein shook his head and grumbled some more.

'Jesus knows,' he said. 'Jesus knows how that lot ever come to any of their decisions. Some baloney about how the heart had stopped, the constriction of his blood vessels, the muscles in his face. Bullshit, but I never understand these guys. They're all a bunch of weirdoes, even Semester. I mean, he looks like an OK guy, but really, who grows up thinking that when they're older they want to work with dead bodies? Is that a sane person? Seriously. Nutjobs the lot of them. So how did they decide he'd died of fright? God knows. I don't understand anything they do, and they don't understand how I manage to live a normal life without cutting into putrid flesh with a scalpel every day.'

'They have any idea of what time the dying of fright might have taken place?'

He thrust his hands into his pockets and grumbled some more.

'Between seven and nine last night, that's their best offer. Try and pin 'em down, and before you know it they've run off claiming they have to dissect another fifty stiffs in the name of forensics.'

'I have this theory that you used to go out with a forensics student and she dumped you.'

Frankenstein raised himself from the desk intending to rise to the bait, and then shook his head and walked towards the door.

'Weren't there like fifty constables in here earlier?'

'There were three. The two from Largs who you sent home for the night, and the local guy, Gainsborough, who's out and about still. We've got them and another eight coming down from Glasgow tomorrow.'

'Eight?' said Frankenstein incredulously. 'Fuck's sake. Eight. I presume from that, the press have started taking a bit more of an interest?'

'Right again,' she said. 'You've got the chief pegged.'

'He's a complete twat 'n' all. Let's go and eat.'

He opened the door, pulling the collar of his jacket tight as he did so.

'Bloody freezing. And you can bet the locals will probably all shut up the minute we walk into the bar. We're not the ones who are weird,' he muttered, as he wandered off along the road, although the end of his romantic soliloquy was lost on Proudfoot. Smiling, she brought up the rear, closed and locked the door. Then she fell in a few paces behind him and looked out at the dark sea, a single light shining on a small boat out beyond Little Cumbrae.

The Tempest

––––––––
The storm came up out of nowhere, sudden and violent. After the calm of the day, the night had welcomed an edgier sea. Still, there had been no sign of the brutality of the squall which rose up and attacked the island at some time after two o'clock the following morning. The winds hurtled up the Clyde from the south, the sea rose up in anger, and the island of Cumbrae was battered by the most brutal storm in memory, living or otherwise.
Trees were levelled. Anything lighter than a car was lifted up and thrown against a wall or through a window. Roofs creaked, slates tumbled. The cover on the small beach shelter at Kames Bay was blown off, ending up lodged in the front window of Thomas Peterson's Victorian semi, a hundred yards along the road from Barney Thomson's house. The few boats anchored in Newton Bay were all wrecked and battered. The boats in the yard round by the Millerston and the helicopter pad did not fare much better. High seas battering the coast and a wind that wreaked havoc. A road sign, which had been hanging loose for three months, flew through the stained glass window at the bottom end of the cathedral.

And the boat which was tied up at the pier, the cause of all the attention, and which was due to be towed up the Clyde to Glasgow the following morning, was utterly laid waste. Thrown against the pier, the slender ropes and chains twisted and broken, the shattered remnants of the vessel blown out to sea and lost to the swirling waves and crashing tempest.

The Bitter Wind was gone, finally lost to its namesake.

*** 

Old Ward Bracken, 74, widowed, part of the great ageing male Millport collective, tossed and tumbled in his bed, unwilling to rise and face the storm. Worried about what damage might be getting done to his roof and his garden, but too scared to go and check. Had the absurd security of lying inert under his duvet, the quilt pulled in tight at his neck.

Ward Bracken had not lived long on the island of Cumbrae, but on his arrival a couple of years previously he had blended in seamlessly, just another old face in an old town. But not by chance had he come to Millport.

He lay under the protection of an IKEA feather duvet, one of the few men on the island with some idea of why the old trawler Bitter Wind might have come upon tragedy at sea. That knowledge, and the storm, chilled him to the core.

There was a sudden loud bang in the sitting room downstairs. A window crashed open. A tumult of noise as lamps and books were knocked over. Bracken sat bolt upright in bed. Heart thumping, breath coming in gulps.

'The wind,' he breathed. 'Just the wind.'

He shuddered. The window continued to bang downstairs, back and forth, clattering off the wall. Bracken began to whimper. Glanced at the digital clock. Not yet three a.m. He couldn't let the window crash all night. He had to stop being so silly, cut off his imagination and go down the stairs. Put on a couple of lights, make himself some hot milk. Horlicks, maybe. Turn on the TV, watch some of that American sport Channel 5 always showed in the middle of the night.

He finally extracted himself from bed, to the soundtrack of continuing banging down the stairs. He'd likely have the neighbours round if he didn't stop the racket. Slid his feet into his slippers, wrapped his old dressing gown around him. Stepped out into the hall, fumbled for the light switch in the half-dark. He flicked the switch, the light didn't come on.

'Shite,' he muttered. Tried to keep his composure, but the fear had returned.

The window clattered against the wall again, a double bang, swung back, whacked noisily into the frame.

Bracken stepped down the stairs, steeling himself against the fear, gripping the banister. Into the hall on the ground floor, tried the light switch, again nothing. The wind must have taken out the electrics, he thought. Mind on the prosaic. Not a big deal. No TV, he thought, trying to keep his mind straight, but he could still heat some milk on the stove. Light a couple of candles. Do some sudoku.

As he put his hand to the door into the living room, suddenly the noise stopped. Silence. The window was still. All that was left of the whirl of the wind was from outside.

Bracken felt the fear creep up his body, like he was being frozen solid from the feet up. He stood still in front of the door, petrified. Mouth slightly open. Barely breathing.

The door to the sitting room opened slowly. A tiny squeal from the hinge. Bracken was immobile. His body was capable of no more fear.

He looked at the man who had just opened the door. He looked at the latex mask pulled tight over his face, then at the axe held high above his head. And the short phrase 'oh my fuck' escaped Ward Bracken's inert lips.

'Power,' said the lisping voice from behind the mask, 'is given only to him who dares to stoop and take it....one must have the courage to dare.'

Bracken looked confused.

The axe fell.

*** 

Barney Thomson woke up at just after six o'clock. It was still dark, the very beginning of the dawn of the day lost in the hill behind him. He looked out over the bay, past the town and beyond, to Bute and Arran. The sea still churned, every few seconds spray being thrown up from the rocks just down in front of him. The street lights were out along his stretch of road, all the way round Kames Bay, but they still shone along Glasgow Road and Stuart Street.

He had not slept through the storm. Standing by the window on restless feet, he had watched it unfold, listening to the sounds of persistent destruction. Wondering if anyone would be harmed, watching the few people who dared venture out into the storm to try to rescue something, including two police officers wrestling with the ropes of the Bitter Wind, as if that might possibly make any difference. They had been a long way off at the other end of the town, but he could see them struggling and floundering on the edge of the pier, waiting for one or both of them to disappear into the water.

Gradually, its job seemingly accomplished, the storm had subsided, the sea had stopped snapping so angrily at the land, and only then had the rain started, a heavy downpour to add water and misery to the desolate town.

Barney had gone back to bed at just before four, but had not slept well. Now finally he forced himself out of bed, shivering, aware that the heating had gone off with the rest of the electricity in the house, and sat down by the window, to watch the town wake up. Wondering how much damage had been done to the shop, hoping there would be enough hot water in the heater for him to have a shower, fearful of how many of the townspeople might have died in the storm.

This, after all, was what happened to him. Wherever he went, whenever he arrived in a town, some time, sooner or later, people started dying. As the grey light of early morning began to slither over the town, Barney went downstairs to the kitchen and, thankful that he had a gas hob, boiled a small pot of water to make himself his first cup, of what was to be a long day.

Early Morning Town Blues

––––––––
Barney walked slowly around to the shop, meeting a lot of stoicism along the way. Storms happen. Everyone he met seemed to be all right; no one knew of anyone who had been hurt. People had got up and were already getting on with it. Damage was being assessed, lists written out, phone calls made.
He arrived to find Keanu and Igor standing across the road from the shop, looking up at the roof. The rain had eased but was still a steady downpour. Keanu was in long shorts and a Chicago Bears hoodie under an umbrella. Igor, like Barney, hidden under a thick rain jacket. All around shop owners from along the front were making the same assessment.

'Arf,' said Igor ruefully as Barney came alongside.

Barney put his hands on Igor's shoulders. He would have phoned him earlier, but the lines were down, his mobile's battery was flat...and Igor couldn't answer the phone anyway.

'Garrett and the kids all right?' he asked.

Igor smiled and nodded, asking the same question about Barney with his eyebrows.

'I'm cool,' said Barney. 'Keanu?'

'Immense,' he said. 'Totally immense.'

Barney smiled. 'What's the damage?' he asked.

Barney had had a cup of tea, a cup of coffee, two slices of toast done under the grill, no major damage to his house.

'Well,' said Keanu, pointing at what Barney had seen from far along the road, 'the window's cracked. Doubt it would survive a couple of drunk guys stumbling against it, but it's holding firm for the moment. A few tiles off the roof, but it's not a show stopper, and I don't believe it's our responsibility anyway.'

'Arf.'

'Fair comment. The back garden's a bit of a mess. That small Douglas fir in the back corner snapped like a...yeah, well, I'm not going to say it. It's broken. That's about it. Nobody's talking about deaths around the town. However, the big newsflash, the Bitter Wind was lost. Every last scrap of that haunted vessel, like washed out to sea.'

Barney and Igor looked at each other. Keanu stared idly up the road.

'Almost as if the storm just came up to get rid of it. Kind of creepy.'

He smiled. He had meant it jokingly, but the thought had already crept into the bones of Barney Thomson and his able sidekick, Igor.

'It's amazing, isn't it?' said Keanu, waving an arm along the road at the bustle of activity.

'The power of nature?' said Barney.

'Human spirit,' said Keanu. 'We, you know, like, in the west, we live this pampered existence. Blame culture, everything done for us, celebrity-driven society, everyone wants to be on TV, no one wants to lay bricks or paint walls. We're the most sheltered, extravagant, pampered society ever in the history of mankind. Yet, when the chips are down, when the wind blows and slates come in through the windows, we don't fall apart. We knuckle down, we work together, backs to the wall and we keep going until it's fixed and back to the way it's supposed to be. Then we have a latté and watch Celebrity Dump My Boyfriend!'

An old guy had stopped to listen to Keanu's exhortations on behalf of mankind.

'Apart from the looters,' he added as postscript.

'There were looters?' said Keanu.

'Well, you know, not here, in Millport. But generally, in life, when bad stuff happens, while I concede that a majority of people bend their backs and get on with it, there are also those who seek to exploit the situation. To take advantage of the weak. To steal.'

Keanu shrugged. Barney nodded. Igor looked suspiciously along the road.

'And then,' said the old guy, 'there are also those kinds of guys who would, for example, murder their wife, bury her body in the back garden, and then say to the police, well she just stepped outside when the storm was at its peak to bring her pants in off the line. Never saw her again. Terrible tragedy.'

He giggled. The other three gave him a sideways glance. Then the old guy chewed some air and looked quizzically at Barney.

'So are you just going to stand around out here all day, or is there any chance of a haircut?'

The three men from the barbershop looked at each other, although of course the decision was all Barney's.

'Sure,' he said. 'We're open for business.'

'Fine,' said the old fella, 'I'll have my usual George Peppard Breakfast At Tiffany's.'

And off he strode across the road. They watched him go and then started walking slowly after him.

Barney got a sense of her first, before noticing the woman leaning against the door frame in the next shop along. The police incident room. She was standing in the rain in a long brown overcoat, her hair uncovered and soaking. She'd been watching Barney since he'd arrived outside the shop, and only now as he neared his door did he notice her.

He stopped, still staring at the ground, visited by another feeling of unease, another ghost walking across his grave. He lifted his head, stared at her. The look of curiosity on her face, the water dripping from her nose. He pulled the hood away from his eyes and it fell back, so that his head was immediately soaked.

'Hi,' she said simply. Giving herself time. Trying to remember why she knew the face. Although the dark period from which she knew Barney Thomson was one which she had ignored, challenged, fought off and finally faced a thousand times in therapy. She twitched inside as the memory of it tried to squeeze itself to the surface.

Barney stared at her, struggling with his own memories. There was enough in his life which he had tried to forget, but faces rarely left him. A policewoman.

'Barney Thomson,' she said slowly, her head shaking. 'Jesus, I thought you were dead. You're dead, aren't you?'

Barney held his hands out at his sides.

'I think I tried,' he said, and both of them knew that he hadn't meant suicide.

She glanced round at the shop, then looked back at him.

'Still cutting hair,' she said.

'Sgt Proudfoot,' said Barney, and she nodded. 'It's been a while,' he added, still surprised and not entirely sure what to say.

She smiled weakly, they stared at each other. Standing in the pouring rain, the moment seemed almost romantic, yet there had never been any love between them. What they had shared had been a couple of stressful and bloody encounters with serial killers. There was no way that Barney was about to say that they should get out of the rain and for Proudfoot to respond that she hadn't noticed it was still raining. None of that rubbish.

'Come on, Big Man,' came a voice from within the shop, 'quit hitting on the police skirt and get in here and cut my hair!'

She smiled again, and Barney shrugged.

'I'll come in for a chat later,' she said, although even as she said it she was thinking that maybe she would delegate the barber shop to someone else.

'Sure,' said Barney, thinking that maybe he would close the shop down for a couple of weeks and go to the Dominican Republic on holiday.

Not that they didn't want to talk to each other. It was their common past they did not want to face. A last look, and then he turned and walked into the shop, closing the door on the torrential rain.

Proudfoot watched him go, and then looked back along the road at the beginning of the day, as the town went about in the pouring rain, putting itself back on its feet. She had listened to Keanu from across the road, heard his cry on behalf of the human spirit. However, she was a policewoman, it had been many years since she'd been able to have the view of humanity that he had championed.

Footsteps beside her, and then she was confronted by DCI Frankenstein, who had minced along from the George Hotel, where he had just enjoyed a full Scottish and enough toast to build another wall at the border. He felt fat, still had crumbs on his left cheek.

'Sergeant,' he said, standing next to her under a dark blue and gold umbrella which he'd picked up while doing duty at the G8 in Gleneagles, 'what are you doing standing out here in the pishing rain?'

'Just, I don't know,' she shuffled. 'Getting wet, I guess.'

'Why?' he asked, and then waved a hand to tell her that he wasn't interested in her answer, and turned into the small office which they had arranged the day before.

Erin Proudfoot looked out over the busy sea and felt the rain as it finally worked its way through her four layers of clothing to touch her cold, pale skin. Barney Thomson was back in her life, and the nightmare which had woken her in the middle of the night, to the thunder of wind and the breaking of glass, had now been explained.

Rats

––––––––
'They say a rat can last longer without water than a camel.'
Barney Thomson and Keanu MacPherson were both cutting hair, which was rare for November. In fact, it was the first time since just after three o'clock on the afternoon of the fourteenth of October that they'd had two customers in the shop at the same time. It had been a relatively busy morning, as if the people had decided that they had to face adversity with good hair.

Barney caught the eye of the old fella whose hair he was cutting. An Arnold Palmer Troon '67.

'That's a load of pish,' said the other old guy under the scissors in the next door chair. A Dean Martin Slumped In His Dinner. 'Where'd you hear that?'

'Read it on the back of a Penguin,' said Arnold Palmer. Dean Martin scoffed. 'You know, I mean a biscuit wrapper, not a bird. Although I was in Antarctica once right enough.'

'Away and shite,' said Dean Martin, 'you've never even been to Aberdeen. When were you in Antarctica?'

'There used to be rainforest in Antarctica,' Keanu chipped in.

'Aye,' said Arnold Palmer, 'the rainforest is disappearing from everywhere. Soon there'll be none left in the Amazon.'

'I expect you were in the Amazon 'n' all,' muttered Dean Martin.

'Only when I worked as cinematographer on the motion picture event Medicine Man,' replied Arnold with a chuckle. 'Sir Sean personally requested that I get involved.'

Barney smiled. Dean Martin choked on his Fisherman's Friend.

'Wasn't Medicine Man the one with Dustin Hoffman as an old Indian geezer?' ventured Keanu.

'You're thinking of Little Big Man,' said Barney.

'Aye,' said Dean Martin, 'the one about Custer.'

'Custard!' barked Arnold Palmer. 'The guy's name was Custard. That's where the dessert comes from.'

'Arf!'

'You don't half talk some amount of pish,' said Dean Martin, but Arnold Palmer had glazed over, the look of an old man reminiscing about the good old days.

'Jings,' he said, 'I used to make a rare old custard, you know, way back, years ago before I had my colostomy bag fitted. Haven't felt much like cooking since then.'

The four other men in the shop stopped for a second, unwelcome thoughts having been conjured up in their heads, and then they slowly went about their business. The discussion, which had never really attained any great intellectual heights, was over.

*** 

Next door things were getting rough. The room which had been more than big enough the day before, was now jumping with officers, a minibus load having just turned up from Glasgow. DCI Frankenstein hadn't been prepared, even though he'd known they were coming. He'd left the office the evening before thinking that he needed to sort things out for their arrival, but then hadn't managed to get around to any of it.

The eight policemen from Glasgow, along with the two from Largs from the day before and Constable Gainsborough, were hanging out in the incident room, eating doughnuts and drinking coffee. Some talk of the missing trawler, mostly the discussion centring around the forthcoming Old Firm game. Celtic already fifteen points ahead in the league, Rangers wilting, restless natives. Both teams still in Europe, for the first time since 1972.

The door to the rear opened and Frankenstein and Proudfoot emerged. A couple of the guys wondered if they'd been having sex, though only the ones who didn't know either of them. The crowd quietened down, Proudfoot folded her arms and looked at the floor. Frankenstein rested against a desk and looked around his squad. Seven men, four women. He nodded.

'Welcome to Millport,' he said.

A few of them mumbled back, most of them presumed he was being sardonic.

'It's a sleepy dump,' he said, 'I've been here a night and I don't want to stay much longer. We need results quickly or I'm going to fester into a big bag of rotting flesh, and if that happens I'm taking you lot down with me. So we need to get out there and find out what happened to this stupid boat. Today. Capiche?'

There was an odd mutter. Proudfoot looked up.

'Did you just say capiche?' said someone from the back.

Someone else giggled. Frankenstein rolled his eyes and silently lamented that things weren't how they used to be.

'We have four main areas of enquiry,' said Frankenstein. 'Sgt Proudfoot is going to go through it, split you into teams.'

He looked at Proudfoot. He looked back at the crowd.

'Right,' he said, 'I'm going for a coffee. Someone's got to do some thinking.'

The crowd parted as he headed towards the door, a couple of them catching his eye, most of them staring at the floor. He shuffled out the room, closed the door behind, stood out on the street for a second breathing in the morning sea air. Might have enjoyed it if he'd ever allowed himself that sort of positive thought, and then walked slowly away to his right, along towards the pier. Or, more specifically, the Ritz Café. Thinking that he might have a bacon roll along with his coffee. Or maybe sausage.

The room turned back restlessly to Proudfoot. Now that the investigation was afoot, they were keen to get on with it. Preferable to be out there, rather than stuck in a small room, no room to breathe or think.

'OK,' she said, 'let's crack on. For those of you who don't already know, we lost the trawler in the storm last night. It'd been due to be moved up to Glasgow this morning. Fate, divine providence, call it what you will, it's gone. So, firstly, and this might be a complete wild goose chase, but two of you will go out on the police boat and see if you can find anything from the trawler floating out at sea.'

'Police boat?' said Gainsborough.

'You don't have a police boat?' she said. 'You live on an island and you don't have a boat?'

'Cutbacks,' muttered someone else from within the crowd, and Gainsborough nodded.

'Of course,' she said. 'Constable, can you source another boat? Thank you. Second, we continue the house to house. Constable Gainsborough will take overall charge of that as he knows what areas we covered yesterday. Thirdly, we need to look more specifically into the lives of the three trawlermen. There has to be some explanation as to why those men went missing from their trawler in the middle of a calm night, as opposed to anyone else. Lastly, I need someone to leave the island and start tracing back the movements of the trawler before it reached Kilchattan Bay. And I don't just mean on this last voyage, I mean its last six months. A year if needs be. Keep going until you find something. We have the log here, you don't have to go swimming for it.'

She stopped and looked around the crowd. They were engaged. It was an interesting case to get their teeth into.

'Good,' she said. 'Let's, you know, get out there and get on with it.'

As the words passed her lips, she winced slightly. She'd always wanted a really good catchphrase for that moment, but everything seemed so derivative. She'd tried, 'Hey, let's not fuck up today,' for a while, but it hadn't exactly been a crowd pleaser. 'Be big, be bold, let's win one for the good guys!' had just been laughed at, and 'Forget heroics, forget subtlety, forget flamboyance, let's just put the ball in the back of the net with no fancy stuff,' had been too long-winded.

And so, with another thought of regret at the inadequacy of 'get out there and get on with it,' Sgt Proudfoot went about the business of splitting up her team and delegating responsibility.

Bruce Willis

––––––––
Not long after two-fifteen in the afternoon. The shop was quiet, no customers. Igor had gone off for the afternoon, brought into service as husband and father-to-be to collect the gently vomiting Ella Carmichael from school. Barney and Keanu had sat in silence for a while, occasionally breaking into sporadic bouts of curiosity about life and the day, before Barney had offered Keanu the chance to head out into the afternoon to do a little bit of investigative journalism himself. Search around, see what he could find out about the missing trawlermen.
Barney was on his own. The day outside was cold, the shop was warm. He had been sitting in the middle chair looking out at the day, then the quiet of the afternoon and the warmth of the shop had begun to insinuate itself into his lazy bones, and slowly he'd drifted off into a comfortable afternoon snooze.

Two-seventeen. The door to the shop opened and Barney was brought suddenly from his slumber, his head snapping up to the side. So instant it looked like he'd been sat poised, waiting for the next customer.

He stared at the man for a second. A young guy, mid-twenties maybe, head mostly obscured by a great mass of brown hair and beard, which made it slightly harder to tell his age. Barney still had that peculiar sensation of being drawn suddenly from deep sleep, not entirely sure where he was, not entirely sure what was going to come next. Vague look of confusion.

'Haircut?' asked the guy.

Barney shook his head, the cobwebs washed away. Sudden, instant clarity and the benefit of twenty minutes' power sleep. He practically leapt out of his chair.

'Of course,' he said. He smiled. 'You, eh, look like you could do with it.'

The guy laughed, a lovely gentle sound. He removed his jacket and sat down in the warm chair that Barney had just vacated.

'Toasty,' he said.

Barney flung the cape around the lad, with a glance outside at the day through the broken window pane. The glazier booked for the following morning. The afternoon still dull grey, the colour of his dreams.

'What would you like?' he asked.

The man hesitated then shrugged.

'I was looking for a Bruce Willis Die Hard. What d'you think?'

Barney caught his eye in the mirror.

'That's a bit of a departure from the general prevailing shagginess that you've got going on here,' he said.

Bruce Willis smiled.

'It's just, well, you know...this might sound stupid.'

'Go on,' said Barney. 'I'm no judge.'

'I've been at sea for a while, but I'm done with that now. I just want, you know, a new life, you know what I'm saying? I want everything to be different, a new start, that whole bag.'

Barney felt the shimmer of foreboding. Across his shoulders, the back of his neck. Although Millport was on a small island, it was not a seafaring community. He had gone a year and a half in this place without coming across anyone who worked their living from the sea, with the exception of Deuchar and his lads.

'I know what you're thinking,' said Bruce, 'I'm just like one of those women who get dumped by their boyfriend. First thing they do is head down to the hairdressers and get their napper cut into a bob. I know, that's what it looks like, but it's different. Really. And it's not about women.'

Barney started running his hands through the guy's hair, gauging the thickness, working out where he was going to start.

'What's it about then?' asked Barney.

Looked into the guy's eyes again. Dark, blue-grey.

Bruce Willis lowered his eyes. He stretched his fingers out and stared at his hands.

'You ever want to walk away from the past?' he said. 'Forget things you've done. Not sins necessarily. I'm not talking about divine misdeeds. Sometimes, though, you just want to run away.'

Bruce Willis was still studying his hands. Barney looked at his own hands. Soft skin, slowly aging. Short nails, but neat, a couple of tiny strands of hair stuck beneath them. He flexed his fingers, studying the skin as it tightened and relaxed.

Suddenly he felt the need to wash his hands. Was it just the hairs under the nails, or was there something else he needed to wash away?

'It's what's inside that matters, isn't it?' said Barney distractedly.

Bruce Willis glanced up and caught Barney looking at his fingers.

'There's no escaping that,' he said.

'No,' said Barney, 'I don't suppose there is.'

He dragged himself away from his hands, looked Bruce Willis in the eye.

'However,' said Bruce, 'you make the illusion of change, and sometimes the illusion, if you try hard enough, can impact on the reality. So, I'll have my Bruce Willis Die Hard and see if it makes me feel any different when I walk out of the shop.'

'OK,' said Barney. 'I take it then that you also want to lose the beard?'

'Go for it. I might ask you to shave it down to a bit of a goatee, see how that looks, but more than likely that'll just be getting off the train along the way to take a look, before getting back on again and completing the journey.'

'I hear you,' said Barney. 'I'm no fan of sculpted facial hair, I have to admit, although I am occasionally obliged to administer it. Mostly to women of course.'

They smiled at the joke, Barney ran his hand down the side of the guy's beard to scope the job. He was going to need heavy barbetorial equipment, the likes of which he didn't usually keep out front.

'You're going to look pretty baby-faced once it comes off,' he said.

Bruce Willis shrugged.

'Not for long. And maybe that's part of the whole bag. Take a few years off me, like I can imagine they never happened.'

Another look exchanged. Barney felt the shiver again, stronger this time.

'I just need to go and get the lawnmower,' said Barney, the joke having been on his mind before the return to whatever peculiarity of conversation it was that haunted him about this man.

Bruce Willis nodded and scratched his beard.

'I was expecting you to charge me triple,' he said, smile disarming.

The conversation seemed all over the place and Barney couldn't pin it down. He turned away and walked towards the back of the shop. Did he really need anything in the other room, or was he just going in there to break the spell? To wash his hands.

'You ever kill a man, Barney?'

Barney froze. Felt the words as much as heard them, and then felt the very real, violent shudder which racked his body. He turned quickly.

Outside the shop, a single gull cried mournfully, the doleful sound cutting through the silence, a lament to the sins of Barney Thomson's past. Inside, the shop was empty. Empty, save for Barney Thomson, barber, looking lost and confused. The seat was empty; the customer was gone. Gone, that is, if he had ever been there in the first place.

Shoes

––––––––
The police officers who had been roped in to the investigation were about their duties. A couple out on the choppy water, a couple currently heading up the craggy coasts of Argyll in search of the movements of the Bitter Wind. The rest were in the town, chasing up the lives of the three crew members, one dead, two missing.
Proudfoot had headed out beyond the boatyard, to the rocky beaches out at the west bay, which she had been informed was a likely resting place for flotsam and jetsam, particularly after a bad storm. Along the way she had picked up Frankenstein, upon whom she had stumbled while he was out walking. And thinking.

They stepped across a broken piece of fence, down some rocks and onto a small stretch of stony beach, Frankenstein watching every step. Nearly slipped a couple of times, felt safe on the beach. The sea surged sporadically onto the rocks. The hills of Arran were lost in cloud. Already the dying of the day seemed evident, even though it was still a couple of hours away.

'I'm not dressed for this crap,' he muttered. 'You spend two hundred quid on a pair of shoes, you don't want to be walking around fucking beaches.'

'You should've brought a pair of boots,' she said.

He looked at her boots and shook his head.

'How did you know to bring boots?' he muttered. 'I came down here thinking we'd be five minutes. You, on the other hand, probably brought your whole wardrobe.'

She smiled, bending down to rummage through a matted pile of seaweed and rubbish.

'Seriously,' said Frankenstein, 'how many pairs of shoes did you bring with you? Women can't leave the front room without enough shoes to last them until they die.'

Proudfoot examined a sea-ravaged grey plimsole, then tossed it aside.

'Five,' she said, straightening up and moving on. She had come along here on a whim, but was already wondering if this was something which should be getting done by fifteen officers, collecting and cataloguing everything they found. Just in case. They just didn't have the resources for that, not any more.

'Five! Jesus suffering fuck! I mean, seriously, didn't you think you were just coming down here for one night?'

She stopped and shrugged, then moved on.

'Yeah,' she said. 'If I'd known it was going to be longer I'd have brought more.'

Frankenstein muttered several dark expletives and watched where he put his feet.

Proudfoot bent down and raked through another small tangle of seaweed and detritus. With the exception of making sure he didn't slip over, Frankenstein was paying no attention whatsoever to what might be lying on the beach. With Proudfoot kneeling down, he looked over her back, out across the water to Kilchattan Bay, where the trawler had been discovered the previous morning. He was trying to stay distant from the investigation, insomuch as he could being the lead investigating officer, and he knew inside that it was because he had such a bad feeling about it. The Bitter Wind may have been becalmed when it was found, but it had been surrounded by an ill wind that Frankenstein could feel in his soul. This thing, he knew, went much beyond missing persons and possible murder. Deeper, darker, murkier waters.

'Bad news,' said Proudfoot standing up.

'You leave your pedal-pushers in Glasgow?' quipped Frankenstein.

She stared at him.

'Was that supposed to be a joke about shoes?'

'It was a joke about shoes.'

'Pedal-pushers aren't shoes.'

'They're not?'

'Cut-off trousers, tight to the calf.'

'Why would you push pedals with your trousers?'

'You're such an old man sometimes.'

'I always thought they were shoes, long pointy bits at the front.'

'Can we talk about the case now?'

'What d'you call those kinds of shoes then? You women have a name for everything.'

'There's a torch here,' she said insistently, holding up a long, thin, green torch.

'Why is that bad news?'

'It's from the Bitter Wind. I remember it from yesterday. Which means that however the storm blew last night, it didn't just carry the remnants of the ship away out to the Irish Sea. If it brought the torch here, then it might well have brought something else.'

'You'd better get looking then,' he said, rolling his eyes. Knew what she was saying, didn't want to think about it. This investigation was just going to keep getting bigger and bigger.

'You know we need to get a team on this. A thorough search along this area of coastline. We're looking at eight to ten guys, at least. Come on, you need to make some calls.'

Frankenstein muttered miserably, bent down, picked up a stone and hurled it at the water. The tide being out, he fell several yards short. He looked out to the grey sea and at the darkening skies, and knew that this was something which he should have organised properly for the full extent of daylight. Not a thing to rush into an hour and a half before it got dark.

'I wish you wouldn't be so bloody right all the time, it's pissing me off. We'll never get it going for today. You and I'd better look now while we've got the chance, I'll get something cranked up for tomorrow.'

Erin Proudfoot nodded, followed his gaze out across the cold water to the masked hills of Arran, and then once more lowered her head and began walking slowly along the beach.

*** 

'You ever kill a man, Barney?'

The words still clung to the walls, as if they were being repeated, over and over. The chair was empty. The door had neither opened nor closed. The man was gone. Vanished.

Barney felt the chill, the cold draught of the presence which had infested the room. Had he known when the guy was sitting there? Had he known when he'd put his hand into his hair? He tried to think back, but even though it was only thirty seconds previously, he couldn't remember it, couldn't recapture the sensation of standing there with this thing in front of him.

'You ever kill a man, Barney?'

He walked to the door of the shop, opened it and stepped outside into the cold. Looked along the street, but knew that he wasn't going to see the tall, shaggy figure marching off along Stuart Street, having changed his mind about the image adjustment. Felt the cold, rubbed his arms, turned and looked back into the shop. Bright and warm. But did he want to go back in there?

'Out looking for customers?' said a smiling voice.

Barney turned. Keanu, laptop tucked under his arm, rubbing his hands together, walked past him into the shop. Barney followed, closing the door behind him.

'I could murder a cup of tea,' said Keanu. 'Get you one?'

Did you ever kill a man? Yes, he thought. But not murder. I never murdered anyone.

'OK,' said Barney, vaguely. 'Tea would be good thanks. I need it.'

Keanu laid the computer down on the counter and slung his jacket on the coat rack.

'Cool,' he said. 'You must've been busy.'

Barney watched him retreat into the back room, then turned and looked in the mirror, standing behind the chair in the usual position. Tired face, needing to shave, a mouth that seemed long, lips which had long forgotten how to smile. And eyes that were beginning to look haunted.

Chicken Head

––––––––
The two police officers from Rutherglen had been doing the rounds all day and they were fed up. They'd started with the right amount of enthusiasm, but six and a half hours of listening to small town gossip had just about done for them. They were glad that the deal was for them to travel home every night, and that they wouldn't have to stay in Millport for the duration of the investigation. Two more houses to go, along the bottom end of George Street, round behind Kames, and then they'd be done. Report back to Proudfoot, tell her the little which they had to hand over, and they could be on the 5.15 back to Largs.
'Still make it home in time for the Celtic game,' said Constable Gemmill.

Constable Seymour stopped at the pink door and checked his notes.

'Not watching it,' he said.

'How come?'

'Alison wants to go out for dinner. Just the two of us, you know.'

Seymour lifted his hand to ring the bell. Gemmill caught his finger before he could press.

'Celtic are playing Benfica tonight. You're going out for dinner with the missus?'

Seymour shrugged.

'Yep,' he said. 'That's about the sum of it. She wants to talk.'

'Jesus,' muttered Gemmill, as Seymour pressed the bell. 'You've been married for twelve years. What can there be to talk about?'

Seymour shrugged.

'Women...' he said plaintively.

The door opened. An old woman stared at them suspiciously, looking them both up and down, inspecting every button on the two uniforms.

'The pair of you can just bugger off,' she said. 'I'm not paying.'

Gemmill stopped himself laughing. Rolled his eyes instead.

'We're conducting enquiries regarding the fishing vessel which was found abandoned off Kilchattan Bay yesterday morning.'

'Oh,' she muttered. 'Well, you'se had better come in then.'

And she turned, leaving the two policemen standing at the door.

*** 

They sat in an old lounge on rugged sofas. Frayed floral carpets, wooden furniture, pill boxes and pottery, mirrors on the walls and pictures of young men on hay bales. Nelly Johnson was making the tea; Gemmill and Seymour were looking at their watches.

'We're going to miss that ferry if the old bag doesnae hurry her arse.'

Seymour glanced at his watch, then took a look at the old clock on the mantleshelf. He was close enough to read the small inscription on the clock face. Allison Clockmakers, Paisley, 1936. The room smelled of apples and pipe smoke. They wondered where Mr Johnson was.

Nelly bustled back into the room, carrying a laden tray. Five different types of cake, shortbread and mince pies. A large pot of tea.

'You'll have something to eat,' she said. An instruction rather than an offer.

Gemmill and Seymour started to tuck in. Nelly watched them approvingly.

'Mince pies,' said Gemmill, putting two on his plate. 'Haven't had one of them since...well, since last Christmas I suppose.'

'It's a piece of shite,' said Nelly. Gemmill and Seymour were both drawn to look at the rich, mousse-like chocolate cake sitting grandly in the middle of the tray.

'What is?' asked Seymour.

'Mince pies and the tyranny of the supermarkets,' said Nelly. 'I mean to fuck, try and get a mince pie on the 26th December and you'll have more luck finding a Fenian at Ibrox. Christmas over, they're gone. Just like that. I mean to fuck, mince pies are a year round treat, they're not just for Christmas.'

Gemmill and Seymour were staring at her, Gemmill with a mouth full of mince pie. She could see it churning around in his teeth as he gawped.

'They should do adverts. I mean, like they do with dogs. They could have a dog eating a mince pie in June, or some shite like that, then you get one of they famous bastards off the telly to say something like, dogs aren't just for Christmas...and neither are mince fucking pies.'

Gemmill and Seymour were still taciturn on the subject.

'Couldn't you lot do something about it?' she said. 'I mean, what do you do all day anyway?'

'Can I be blunt, Mrs Johnson?' said Gemmill. His name was Norman, but everyone called him Archie.

'Nelly,' she said. 'I hate anyone using that dead bastard's name. Been stuck with it all these years.'

'Nelly, let me be blunt.'

'What? About mince pies?'

'Not mince pies. I'm not here to talk about mince pies.'

'Neglecting your responsibilities...'

'Mince pies are not the responsibility of the police.'

'Fine, if that's...

'You said when we came in, and to be honest, it's kind of the only reason we're still here, despite the delicious tea and the entertaining conversation about Christmas cakes...'

'Mince pies aren't cakes.'

'Whatever...'

'To be honest they're not technically a pie either, not really, and obviously it's not like they're a fucking biscuit. I like to call them fancies. A Christmas fancy.'

'You said you knew something about the fishermen,' snapped Seymour, as he could sense that Gemmill had lost control.

Nelly Johnson stared at them from over the top of the mince pie from which she'd just taken a bite. Eyes narrowed. Seymour could imagine them turning red.

'Very well,' she said coldly. 'It's about old Stan Koppen, lives in one of those little holiday homes, round past the Westbourne.'

The policemen shook their heads.

'No one else mentioned old Stan Koppen to you?'

Another shrug. Gemmill checked his notebook, although it was entirely for show. No one had mentioned anything. She smiled. Loose tongue. She didn't owe Stan Koppen anything, even if he thought she did.

No honour among thieves.

'Everyone's too scared to open their mouths, but not me,' she muttered. 'Stan Koppen comes round here looking for trouble, he'll get a toe in the nuts from my size 6 Rosa Klebs.'

'Tell us about Stan Koppen,' said Gemmill, writing the name Stan Koppen in his book, wondering if this was them finally getting somewhere and if it was going to ultimately keep him from watching the football. Although, deep down, he presumed that she was about to tell them that Stan Koppen preferred almond slices to mince pies and therefore was a total idiot.

'Used to run a fishing boat out of the harbour. Did all right for himself, but you know, that was back in the days when there were fish in the sea, wasn't it? Nowadays, well God knows how they catch anything. It's all because of the Icelandics. And the Spanish.'

'He lost his boat?' asked Seymour.

'His wife died. Margaret. Stomach cancer. They seemed miserable as shite the two of them, but when she went he just went to pieces. He'd always been a drinker, but without her there to pour his hidden bottles of vodka down the drain, he turned into a walking vat of 100% proof. Gave the boat up before he lost it.'

'Who did he give the boat to?'

She stuffed the rest of the mince pie in her mouth and lifted a mug of tea.

'Ally Deuchar,' said Seymour.

'No,' replied Nelly Johnson through a mouthful of mincemeat. 'Went to a firm in Campbeltown. But since you mentioned Ally Deuchar. Comes a time when old Stan ends up in hospital with the drinking. The doctor gives him the usual spiel, you know the routine, if you don't stop drinking you're going to be pushing up the fucking tulips in two months, all the while Stan's swigging the fucking booze from a brown paper bag under the covers, 'cause he's a stupid old cunt. Then one day some bunch of religious weirdoes is doing the rounds, Jehovah's or born agains or Christ knows what. And you know, I mean fucking hell, who would've seen it coming, but old Stan fell for it. He fell for it! Hook, line and stinker. Next thing you know he's out of hospital telling every other bastard about the dangers of drinking and debauchery. What a plantpot.'

'Ally Deuchar?' asked Gemmill. One day, he was thinking, the old girl might actually get around to telling us something relevant. But it's highly unlikely.

'I'm getting there, for pity's sake,' she said, starting on another mince pie. 'Last year, part of the old bastard's thing, now that he was fit again and up and at 'em, ready for business, was wanting to get back out to sea. Course, he's got no money, and even though it's been only a few years since he left, the industry has crumbled in his absence. No eejit is willing to lend him the money to get another boat, and so the old bastard, the born again Christian, starts coveting the only boat left operating out of the town.'

'The Bitter Wind...'

'Exactamundo. The Bitter fucking Wind. Ally, of course, tells him to take a hike, and I think it was all a bit of a joke at first. Eventually though, when Stan the Man starts leaving headless chickens and shite like that outside Ally's house, Ally starts getting pissed off.'

'Headless chickens?' said Gemmill. For some reason felt the hairs rise on his neck. Pavlov's dog.

'All that kind of shite,' she said. 'Got to be quite a thing. A big town dispute. I mean, none of us actually knew what old Stan wanted. Did the big eejit really think that Ally was just going to give him the stupid boat?'

She stared at the two of them, as if expecting an answer to the rhetorical question.

'Well, it's too late now, in't it?' she added.

Gemmill finished scribbling in his notepad.

'And we'll find Mr Koppen round at one of the small chalets on the west side of the island?' asked Seymour.

'Aye,' she said. 'If you're brave enough to go there. The muppet'll probably put a curse on you, or some shite like yon.'

'That doesn't sound very Christian,' muttered Gemmill, grabbing another piece of cake and thinking that it might be time to take their leave.

'Religion,' said Nelly Johnson, 'we all make of it what we choose.'

Seymour snaffled another biscuit and stood up. Gemmill did the same, his mouth crammed with cake, and folded his notebook into his pocket. Nelly Johnson gave them the benefit of her eyebrow, and decided not to tell them all the other information which she would have happily divulged about the town if only they'd been prepared to wait and ask.

*** 

It was around this time that a lone yachtsman upon the Irish Sea, a man who had endured a hellish night of storms, and who had spent the day repairing what he could of his boat on the hoof, thought he saw something floating in the water, fifty or sixty yards to starboard. However, by the time he had manoeuvred his yacht in that direction, whatever it was had been dragged under by some current, or washed further away and out of sight. He searched for a short while, but finally gave up and turned back on his heading south.

And the further he got away from the point on the map where he had stopped to search, the more he persuaded himself that he didn't need to contact any authorities and that he really hadn't seen a headless body floating on the waves.

The Return Of The Fantastic Five

––––––––
End of the day, the returns were coming in. Items from the Bitter Wind found on the beach, a few found out at sea. The love lives of the dead and missing, some gossip some scandal, but nothing to pin an investigation on. Gemmill and Seymour presented their story from Nelly Johnson, and no one else had anything with which to corroborate the tale. A few stories from up the coast, of womanising and late night card games, but nothing of note. No gambling debts, no drugs, no enraged husbands, no vendettas, no human trafficking.
Frankenstein was perched on the edge of a desk. Proudfoot was standing by the whiteboard, where she had been noting down points of interest. The whiteboard remained almost entirely white.

'So,' said Frankenstein, when the last of his team had finished, 'we've got an old, mentally-deranged, chicken-obsessed religious nutjob to speak to, and even that's based on the testimony of some fruitcake old asylum-case who couldn't be trusted to report back on the weather.'

Proudfoot glanced at the board. She had recovered a large number of items along the beach, but it hadn't been an act of looking for clues. She had only been recovering what had already been noted and then lost.

'I spoke to Mr Koppen yesterday,' said Gainsborough.

Frankenstein lifted his head.

'So he wasn't confessing to anything then?' he said.

'I've spoken to him before, you know, but there's nothing...I don't know, he's a bit weird. Comes into the station every now and again trying to give me a Bible. Wants me to help sinners to repent. Thinks there should be a Bible in every cell. I told him, we have someone in that cell once every three years. Go and stick your Bible in the public toilets at the pier.'

'You know of any connection between him and the trawler or its crew?'

'You know, I've thought about it, but it's like, you know, the guy was a fisherman, although before my time, and now he's just a guy who seems to have gone a bit senile. No one to look after him, to keep him in check, and he's away off on his God-kick and all that chicken stuff. Just a bit mental.'

Frankenstein stared at him intently, face deadpan.

'And, so, any connection between him and the trawler or its crew?' he repeated.

Gainsborough looked at the floor, thinking that he'd just answered that.

'No,' he said.

'How did he seem when you interviewed him? Evasive in any way? Did he hurry you out? Was he quite happy to talk about it?'

Gainsborough shrugged.

'Really, nothing exceptional. Didn't seem to care, really, and when I mentioned the guys, he just started going on about how we'll all be judged by God, and all that kind of malarkey. Like, you know, whatever.'

Gainsborough took a long drink of tea and laid the mug down on a desk. Frankenstein looked round at Proudfoot.

'It seems, Sergeant, that we have a list of one thing to do,' he said, then he turned and looked out at the day turned dark. Almost seven o'clock, the roundup, despite its paucity of information, having taken much longer than expected.

'I guess you lot can go for the evening, wherever that is,' he said. 'I want you back here tomorrow at eight. We've got beaches to sweep and....' The thought drifted off.

'Come on, Sergeant,' he said, 'no time like the present.'

And the men and women of the Millport Incident Room began looking at watches and putting on coats and wondering, in some cases, how much of the football they were going to miss.

*** 

Barney Thomson was out walking around the west side of the island. Had gone as far as the new war memorial and turned back, by Deadman's Bay. A dark night, but the memory of the shaggy guy who had disappeared from his shop had gone. Or at least, the fear of it had gone. In his head it had become just another unexplained episode that there was no use thinking about, no point in agonising over and, by extension, nothing to be afraid of.

A damp night, the rain not actually falling, but the air itself wet. The sea had finally settled to a moderate swell and the first signs of a mist had begun to develop over the firth. From where he walked, Barney could not see the lights in Kilchattan bay.

He was just coming to the point which is called on the old maps Sheriff's Port, when the first car in over quarter of an hour came round the far bend, its small round headlights infiltrating the dark night. Barney stepped off the road onto the grass verge and saw a bench, facing out to sea, north-west, looking across and up the firth. As the vehicle approached he sat down and watched the movement of the light of the headlamps as it swung over the grass and rocks.

The noise of the engine lowered. Barney thought it was slowing down to an unnecessary degree for the corner. He turned. Not a car, he noticed, an old white van. It turned off the road and parked on the grass next to where Barney was sitting. More ghosts he wondered, although he felt no trepidation or fear.

The doors opened and out piled two men, two women and a dog. The crew whom Frankenstein had met the previous day. Team building. MI6.

'Hey,' said one of the guys casually.

'Hi,' said Barney.

'Kind of a creepy night.'

'Like yeah,' said the other guy. 'Spooky.'

Barney glanced at him and then looked back out to sea. It had, he thought, been a little bit creepy until you lot turned up. The creepiness had gone, along with the solitude and the beautiful peace and quiet.

The dog came and sniffed at Barney's feet. Barney clapped his ears but it didn't seem too interested. It stopped for a second, momentarily enjoyed the ear scratch, and then bowed its head and moved on, smelling the grass.

'Nice dog,' said Barney. 'What's his name?'

'He doesn't have a name,' said one of the girls, the one with a short black bob. 'The Dog With No Name.'

Barney looked round at them. They were all standing still, staring out into the mist. They looked less friendly now. They seemed to be working. Maybe they were part of the police investigation. The island was full of them. Not that they looked like the police.

Barney followed their gaze out to sea.

'Police?' he asked.

'MI6,' said the bloke who had spoken to him first.

Barney nodded. In the distance he could just make out the lights of a small vessel, barely visible in the mist.

'Isn't that supposed to be a secret?' asked Barney, not taking his eyes off the light out in the firth.

'Full disclosure these days, my trusty amigo.'

'Yeah?'

'Too many lawsuits from people claiming entrapment. We're the security services for crying out loud! Anyway, the lawyers tell us that these days we have to declare ourselves to everyone we speak to.'

'Shop assistants?'

'Yep,' said one of the women.

Barney was still watching the distant dim light.

'I'm Fred,' said the guy who had been doing most of the talking, 'this is Deirdre, Selma and Bernard.' He pronounced Bernard with the emphasis on the second syllable, so that it sounded American.

A few nods.

'Like, hi,' said Bernard.

Barney turned and nodded. Bernard was now scanning the foggy sea with a large pair of binoculars.

'And a dog with no name,' said Barney.

They were silent, intent on looking out over the water. Barney turned back round and relaxed into the seat. The dog was sniffing frantically around, searching for something that no one else seemed interested in.

Silence fell again, a hush that grew every time they stepped back and allowed it in. Barney pulled his coat closer to him. Shivered, but it was from the cold. Took a quick glance back, wondering if one of these times he'd look round and they'd be gone. Yet he didn't get that feeling with these four. And their dog. Maybe because of their dog.

The vessel was becoming more distinct as it emerged from the fog. A small fishing trawler. No sense of peculiarity or danger, but Barney was not surprised. Life sometimes gets on a roll, the no-bus-for-an-hour-and-then-three-in-five-minutes syndrome. If that happens anymore. Fishing vessels, fishermen everywhere. Haunted.

He lost himself in the fog, thoughts meandering. The man from that afternoon came back to him. Had he dreamt him, the shaggy guy who had disappeared in a turn of the head? He had been sleeping just before it, maybe he had slept all the way through it.

The quiet crept over them, no sound but the lick of the waves against the rocks. The trawler moved silently through the fog.

Barney felt a tap at the shoulder and he turned quickly, drawn back to the misty night. Bernard was holding the binoculars out to him.

'Here, pal, like take a quick look before the thing gets shrouded in mist again.'

'This sure is a creepy night,' said Selma.

Barney took the binoculars from Bernard with some uncertainty, wondering why he was being drawn into their gang.

He looked through the binoculars into the mist, searching for the trawler. Found it eventually, although it took him a while. The mist was swirling around it, almost like it had targeted the boat and was closing in from behind. He focused the binoculars and got his first good close look at the vessel before the mist completely descended.

Somehow he wasn't surprised by what he saw, even though it should never have been out there. The mist swirled round, the boat moved silently through the water midway out in the firth, and then suddenly it was gone, once more enveloped in the thick soup of the har.

Barney kept the binoculars up for another few seconds, wondering if it would reappear, and then he lowered them slowly and looked round at the gang. He held out the binoculars for Bernard who took them back. The dog with no name sat in front of them and started barking, a few rough shouts at the fog.

'Just the same as last night,' said Deirdre.

'I think I need a burger,' said Bernard. 'With fries on the side, and pickle and ketchup and more cheese than you can shake a stick at.'

Barney turned round and looked at Fred.

'The Bitter Wind...' he said.

Fred nodded. 'We had reports that it was seen out here last night as well, thought we'd come and take a look.'

'Funny how you arrived just as it appeared,' said Barney.

They exchanged a glance. Fred put a hand on his shoulder.

'We're MI6 my friend,' he said, 'a lot of things about us are funny.'

Barney looked back out at the mist, wondering if the answer to this mystery was prosaic or supernatural.

'Another trawler with the name daubed on?' he asked. 'Although I have no idea why anyone would do that.'

Selma had taken a small box from her bag and was now using it to scan the firth.

'Jings,' she said, 'if it was that, it's disappeared awful quickly.'

'No sign of it?' said Fred.

'No sign,' said Selma.

They all looked out at the sea and the fog and wondered.

'Looks like we might have found ourselves a fully-fledged ghost ship,' said Deirdre.

'Zoiks!' said Bernard. 'Come on, Dog With No Name, let's get out of here.'

Fully-fledged ghost ship...

The possibility put into words, Barney finally felt the shiver that the sinister night and the eerie vision of the trawler demanded. He stood and turned, as the gang of four and a dog clambered back into their van. Fred climbed into the driver's seat, then wound down the window and leant on the door.

'We'd offer you a lift back into town, friend, but it's a bit cramped back here.' He saluted.

Barney nodded. Wouldn't have taken it anyway. Found himself returning the salute, and then the van reversed out onto the road and disappeared on the short drive back into town.

The Ways Of The Lord

––––––––
Proudfoot knocked on the door of the small wooden chalet. Frankenstein was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. Six little huts in a semi-circle. Holiday homes. Only one of the other six appeared to be currently occupied.
Frankenstein turned and looked out at the misty sea. Noticed the lights of the small vessel out in the fog. Felt the fleeting flicker of uncertainty, but didn't want to know the feeling, so turned back to the house. The door opened and a man in his eighties stood framed against the light, staring angrily out into the night.

'What?' he said.

'Mr Koppen?' asked Proudfoot.

'I'd like to deny it,' he said, 'but I suppose I can't. Police?'

'Detective Sergeant Proudfoot, this is Detective Chief Inspector Frankenstein.'

The two men took each other in, neither liking what they saw. People with something to hide never liked staring at Frankenstein. He had a quality which made them think that he could see right through them. And he usually could. For his part, Frankenstein never liked anyone he went to interview in connection with a case.

'You're his monster, are you?' asked Koppen, without looking at Proudfoot. Eyes locked on the man he could see as his adversary.

'I've never heard that before,' said Proudfoot dryly. 'You're funny. This is the part where you invite us in.'

Koppen looked back at her, glanced over his shoulder, shrugged and then stood back to let them walk past him. Proudfoot led the way. They walked into the cabin. Koppen closed the door. Inside, the cabin had the feel of a mobile home which is on display in the caravan park. Immaculately tidy and clean. A small sitting room with a kitchen, two bedrooms and a bathroom leading off. Everything that a single man would need. He had eaten his dinner sitting in front of the television, but all that remained on the small table was an unfinished bottle of Lipton's Green Ice Tea. There was a copy of the Bible sitting on the table. Over the back of the slender sofa was a throw depicting Jesus the shepherd in gaudy Technicolor.

There was porn showing on the TV. Explicit. Three men, one woman. Proudfoot glanced at it, looked away in disgust, then she caught sight of the Jesus throw. Frankenstein folded his arms and watched the TV for a few seconds. Koppen sat down and made no attempt to turn the television off.

'Feeling lonely, Mr Koppen?' asked Frankenstein.

'It's a free country,' he said.

'For the moment,' Frankenstein muttered in reply.

'A life of piety?' said Proudfoot.

'Tell me which one of the Lord's blessed commandments I'm breaking and I'll turn it off,' said Koppen.

'It's a moot point,' said Frankenstein, glancing at the TV as the woman was rammed forcibly from behind, 'since I'm turning the damn thing off anyway, but from where I stand it looks like you're doing a fair amount of ass coveting.'

Koppen grunted. Frankenstein leant forward and turned the television off. The moaning was gone. Silence. Frankenstein re-folded his arms, intent on standing throughout. Proudfoot perched herself on the edge of a seat, not really wanting to give herself fully to furniture that Stan Koppen had anything to do with.

'Where d'you keep the chickens?' asked Frankenstein sharply.

'Watch therefore: for ye know not what hour your Lord doth come,' said Koppen, who was used to hiding behind biblical quotes in a tight spot.

'Depends when he's been watching his porn movies,' quipped Proudfoot, and then winced at the fact that it was her who had just said that.

Frankenstein stifled the laugh. 'Chickens, Mr Koppen, where do you keep them?'

Koppen stared ruefully at him.

'In the freezer,' he said.

'You and Ally Deuchar,' said Proudfoot, 'tell us everything.'

Koppen looked annoyed, stared at the floor. Squeezed his fingers together, let them all linger there in silence for a while. Frankenstein and Proudfoot let him stew, waiting for information or waiting for a lie. Koppen leant forward and picked the Bible off the table. He didn't open it, just leant forward tapping it between his fingers.

'For the Lord seeth not as man seeth: for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the Lord looketh on the heart.'

'Enough of the mumbo, big guy,' said Frankenstein.

'And how is your heart, Mr Koppen?' said Proudfoot, before her boss could descend any further into name-calling.

'I have nothing to hide,' he said meekly, still looking at the carpet.

'Is your god forgiving of lies?' asked Proudfoot softly.

Koppen straightened up, not looking her in the eye. Staring at a point somewhere on her left shoulder.

'I wanted the boat, that's no secret. I thought I made him decent terms. It's no life for a young man, the fishing, not anymore. No future in it. So, to be honest, I was thinking of him, his crew. It was more for their benefit than mine. The Lord teaches us that we must put others first.'

'Very charitable,' said Frankenstein.

'What were the terms?' asked Proudfoot. 'You don't seem to have much that you could offer them.'

It was always the same. They didn't operate on a good cop, bad cop basis, it was more of a competent cop, comedy-grumpy cop routine.

'I had my own terms,' he said. No tone.

'And I'm asking you what they were.'

He glanced at her, a quick, shifty look, then started turning the Bible over in his hands.

'Business is business,' he said eventually. 'I don't have to tell you nothing I don't want to.' Particularly when it related to the illegal sideline of the gang of ten who occasionally met in the room above the Incidental Mermaid.

'Anything,' growled Frankenstein.

'What?'

'You don't have to tell us anything you don't want to, not nothing. Why can't people speak properly anymore? I mean, how fucking hard can it be?'

'When was the last time you spoke to Mr Deuchar about the Bitter Wind?' asked Proudfoot, trying to stay on track.

Koppen stared at Frankenstein, trying to work the man out. He was doomed to failure, something he had already realised, and so he could feel another quote coming on. However, for some reason when it came out, all he could think of at the time was, 'My little finger shall be thicker than my father's loins.' He held the bible aloft as he said it to give the quotation some extra gravitas.

'If you think you're getting the porn back on,' said Frankenstein, 'you can fuck off.'

'I'll stick the kettle on,' said Proudfoot. 'Coffee.'

She walked into the kitchenette. Frankenstein stared loathingly at Koppen. Koppen randomly opened the Bible, finding himself at Isaiah chapter 28. We have made a covenant with death, and with hell are we at agreement.

He raised his eyes, made some sort of contact with Frankenstein, and then looked back at the well thumbed pages of the Bible which he'd had since his Christening day in 1925.

*** 

Frankenstein and Proudfoot were walking slowly past the Westbourne on their way back to town. An hour later. They had extracted little, if any, further information from Koppen in that time. Frankenstein took it all in, though, all the verbal feints and misinformation and bluster. He never failed to impress Proudfoot with the way he could drag up some piece of knowledge which had seemed completely trivial and unimportant at the time.

'I'm guessing,' said Frankenstein, 'that it's going to contravene some sort of human rights directive if we just nick the bastard and feed him a truth serum.'

'You think?'

'And all that Bible shite. Didn't believe a word of it. He's not a religious nutter, he's just a lying bag of crap.'

Proudfoot looked out into the mist as they walked. She hadn't thought that the man's tale of religious conversion had been credible, but neither did she suspect him of complicity in the deaths and disappearance of the crew of the Bitter Wind.

'You know who he is?' she said.

'I'm all ears,' said Frankenstein.

'He's like the mean-looking guy in Scooby Doo. The guy who's rude to the kids and looks like he's got a lot to hide. He's grumpy, usually tells a tall tale about the local ghost. But you know, he never turns out to be the guy under the mask at the end. It's always the mild-mannered puny student who thinks he's going to inherit a million dollars.'

Frankenstein scuffed his shoes, grunted. Checked his watch, relieved to see that there was still plenty of time to have a pint.

'I can see your point,' he said. 'But for every episode like that, there's a Gold Paw, where the mean guy's also the bad guy.'

She regarded him with new respect. 'Gold Paw?'

'Don't look at me in that way, Sergeant,' he said.

'What?'

'You're looking at me like, cool, he's an old fucking geezer and yet he has a full and deep understanding of Scooby Doo as a cultural reference. Piss off. Condescending bastard.'

She laughed. They reached the thirty mile an hour sign signifying the start of the town.

'As my line manager, are you allowed to call me a condescending bastard?'

He shook his head. Cider, maybe he'd have a pint of cider.

'Think I'll bring a complaint of harassment against you,' she said, still smiling.

'You can fuck right off.'

They walked on, Proudfoot laughing lightly.

The Paintbrush For The Defence

––––––––
Nelly Johnson was painting. Everyone should have a hobby. Just before eleven-thirty. Nelly didn't do mornings, working to a different clock from most people. Up at two in the afternoon, retreated to bed around six a.m. Eight hours sleep. Nelly was old, never sure that she needed that much, but usually found it hard to get up to face the day. In winter she saw two hours of light. Her daughter, who lived in Kilmarnock, thought her mother was weird. Used to smoke rolled up newspaper. Had thought about getting her committed. Really she just wanted to sell the house and take the money. Hoped that her mother would die soon and save her the effort of having her put away.
She was about to get her wish, although Nelly's will would be ultimately disappointing for her.

There was a noise in the kitchen, a stumble, the low whisper of a curse. Nelly looked round. She was in her front room, bathed in artificial light, painting a curious scene of Gothic depravity. Goblins, blood, naked witches, witches' brew...

Nelly pursed her lips. Intruder. No skip of the heart, although she did briefly wonder if she should open the curtains in the room she was sitting in, so that whatever was about to happen would be in full view of the road. Not that there would be too many people abroad on George Street at this time in the evening.

The kitchen door creaked. Nelly gripped her paint brush. Doesn't sound like much, but bury one in your eye and see how much it'll upset your equilibrium. She had a thought, the sort of thought which it didn't take much for her to have. Stuck the second and third fingers on her right hand into the red paint and drew two lines on either cheek. Next into the blue and then she had a purplish streak across her forehead.

Footsteps in the hall. She contemplated a brush in each hand, decided to stick with just the one. A free hand is worth a thousand swords. Isn't that what the ancients used to say? Probably not, but it's the kind of thing the ancients in Nelly's world would have said.

She looked at her painting and noticed a tiny detail amiss in amongst her epic triangular exposition of Sapphic batcave death rock.

'Nelly?'

She didn't recognise the voice. Muffled. She leant forward and touched up the small area of dark grey in amongst the tangle of arms and legs. The door to the sitting room was pushed open and a man walked into the room. Stopped in the doorway. Nelly looked round from behind her painting.

An old man dressed all in black. Absurd hair, thin on top, long down to his neck. A long, thin beard. She shuddered for a second, thinking that it might be Mr Johnson returned from the grave, then she realised that for a kick-off he didn't look anything like Mr Johnson, and secondly, it was a mask. Just a guy in a mask. More or less what she had been expecting, from the moment she had heard the noise in the kitchen. Consequently, what with her face made up in the manner of a regulation 1950's Hollywood Red Indian, the intruder got more of a fright than Nelly.

'Bloody hell,' he muttered through the latex, before managing to compose himself.

'Who the fuck are you?' demanded Nelly, clutching her paintbrush, but not rising from her chair. 'Are you from the government? Here about the mince pies?'

'Nelly,' said the guy. Holes for the eyes and mouth. He was clutching an axe, the same brute of a weapon which had done for the still undiscovered Ward Bracken the previous evening.

'Big fucking brains on you,' said Nelly. 'Bugger off.'

The guy moved forward. Still, strangely, there seemed nothing particularly menacing about him. Despite the axe.

'What's with the mask?' said Nelly. 'You look like a drooling old gipper, all incontinence pants and falling asleep in your soup.'

'You'd know about that,' he said.

Nelly was getting mad, not scared. She stood up and raised the paint brush above her head. Lips curled in a snarl. The old man hesitated before the kill.

'Are you going to say what this is about before you kill me, or are you too pusillanimous even for that, you stupid prick?'

Took aim at his right eye.

'I wanted to murder for my own satisfaction,' said the old man, and she could sense the smile and the sweat behind the plastic.

'Oh for God's sake,' muttered Nelly, 'here we go, quoting Russian literature pish. Well you can go and stick your Dos—'

The axe fell swiftly, moving through the air with the romantic swoosh of a cricket bat swinging through the line of the ball and hitting a beautiful boundary back over the bowler's head.

Nelly's head spun into the air, blood spraying in a mathematically precise parabola around the room, bounced off the painting and fell with a thump onto the floor. Eyes open, still angry. Her body stayed inert in the seat for a second, then the arm fell to the side and the movement toppled the body over and it fell heavily onto the floor beside the head.

He stood over her body. Making sure she was dead. You never knew with Nelly. Then he straightened up, chest thumping with the excitement of the kill. Wiped the blade of the axe on the curtains. Then, almost as an afterthought, he walked quickly across the room, turned out the light, and then back and pulled the curtains to the side. Wanted the body to be discovered in the morning. Still a little disappointed that his first work of atrocity had not yet been spotted. He wanted the town to get on with the business of being in ferment and turmoil.

Another few seconds, a last glance around the room in the dim light from the street, and then he turned and walked quickly back through the house to the kitchen.

I'm Dead, Get Me Out Of Here!

––––––––
A grim morning. Low clouds but no rain, an edgy sea. News of the death of Nelly Johnson had spread quickly around the town.
It had happened as the killer had supposed, at dawn's first light. A little before eight o'clock, Jacob Ecclesiastics had been meandering slowly along that end of George Street, looking in windows, staring at bushes. On his way to work at a small garage behind Kames Bay, taking his time, not wanting to get there. Wishing he was still in bed, dreaming of a canal boat holiday in Norfolk, being that that was what he thought about when his mind was not required to be engaged on anything else.

He had looked in Nelly Johnson's window. The scene had registered but not been computed. He had walked on. Ten slow yards, and then he'd turned back. When he'd had a good look, and realised that he was looking at what he thought he was looking at, he had been fascinated rather than nauseated. And it was going to mean that he would have to take the morning off work.

*** 

'This,' said Frankenstein, waving a hand over the scene of grotesque murder, 'this never happened on Scooby Doo.'

Proudfoot glanced round at Frankenstein. Almost allowed herself to smile at the stupidity of the remark, but something about the decapitated head kept the smile from her face.

Nelly Johnson's house was awash with police, scenes of crime officers, photographers and the bloody remnants of her fastidious slaying. George Street was closed off, the press and public amassed a short distance from Nelly's house. Several of the town's people were there, hoping to catch a glimpse of Nelly dead. Just to make sure.

'He's in the kitchen?' said Frankenstein.

'Who?' asked Proudfoot, recognising one of those moments when Frankenstein was thinking too fast for his mouth.

'The guy who found......this.'

Proudfoot nodded.

'If you're going to speak to him, I think I'll join you,' she said. 'I've seen enough of this kind of thing before.'

Frankenstein gave her a quick glance and then picked his way between the blood spatters and forensics crew back out the room. Proudfoot followed, eyes down, watching where she was putting her feet, trying not to think about what she was in the middle of.

It had been long enough for her to forget, long enough for the psychiatry sessions to have been effective. She always knew, however, that the bandage over the wound had been slight.

There were four people in the small kitchen. Two forensics officers methodically clue searching, another constable standing guard on Jacob Ecclesiastics, and the witness himself, looking quite happy, sitting back, drinking a cup of tea. Proudfoot leant against the fridge. Frankenstein folded his arms. Ecclesiastics looked over the rim of his plain, white IKEA mug.

'You're the guy who discovered the body?' said Frankenstein.

'Aye.'

Frankenstein held his gaze for a few seconds and then glanced at his notebook.

'Jacob Ecclesiastics? What the fuck kind of name is that?'

Frankenstein usually only asked that question of people who he thought didn't know that he was named after a mythical, mad German scientist.

'That's good coming from you,' said Ecclesiastics.

There was, of course, no one on the island who didn't already know that there was a Detective Chief Inspector Frankenstein on the loose in the town.

'Whatever. You discovered the body and then proceeded to call several of your friends to come and see before you called the police, is that right?'

Ecclesiastics smiled, the smile mostly directed at Proudfoot. He winked at her. Proudfoot's face was blank.

'What was your thought process exactly?' said Frankenstein. 'You imagined we'd be happy for you to do that?”

Ecclesiastics thought about it for a while and then shrugged.

'It's just life, you know. Life, life itself, I mean actual life, is a reality TV show. It's all just, like, you know, for entertainment purposes. And let's face it, she was dead anyway, right? There was no business of rushing her to hospital to try to put her head back on. Dead.'

'What if the killer had still been on the premises?' snapped Proudfoot, annoyed by his flippancy. 'What if there had been some time-critical piece of evidence?'

Ecclesiastics sipped his tea, staring at Proudfoot's shoes. Finally he shrugged again.

'Don't know,' he said. 'But you can see my point, though, eh? Here we have this rancid old bag, the most hated woman in the town, put to the slaughter in brutal fashion. I know that the second you lot are round, wham, the place is closed off. But I also know my mates are going to want to have a gander at it, maybe take a few shots on the old mobiles. Seriously, what do you expect a lad to do? Eh?'

'Hated?' said Frankenstein.

Proudfoot looked away, eyes drifting around the room. A callous attitude, but it was what they found all the time now, no matter the crime. No one cared anymore. Life was, as he had said, a reality show, played out for the entertainment of others.

'I care,' she mumbled, too low for the others to hear, eyes having settled on an old jar of Bisto that looked like it had been sitting in the same spot on the same shelf for thirty years.

'What?' said Ecclesiastics.

'Why was she the most hated?' asked Frankenstein.

'Couldn't shut up,' replied Ecclesiastics quickly. 'Told every bastard what she thought of them. Had that old persons thing, you know the one, where they think they can say what they like, think that they won't offend people, or don't care if they do. I'm some old geezer, I drank condensed milk during the war, I'm entitled to my opinions. You know what they're like, and there're hundreds of them in the town. She was just a bit more vocal than all the others. And nastier.'

Frankenstein looked round at Proudfoot. Knew that Ecclesiastics had already been interviewed at length and that he didn't really have much of interest to contribute.

'We have a town of suspects, Sergeant,' he said, 'although one glaringly obvious one. Come on.'

'You mean old Stan Koppen?' said Ecclesiastics. 'That's a fair point, after Nelly in there fingered him to you lot last night.'

Proudfoot looked at the lad and then turned and walked quickly out of the house. They did have plenty of people to see, but she knew who it was that she should go and see first. A man she should have visited already, a man she should have been talking to the second she realised he was on the island. A man who she knew had previously been involved in brutal murder.

Barney Thomson.

'You,' said Frankenstein to Ecclesiastics, 'can fuck off. Constable, we're done with him. Escort him off the premises.'

Frankenstein walked away, following Proudfoot from the house. When he got outside, out into the dull, bleak morning, he was surprised to see that his sergeant was already walking quickly away along George Street, heading back towards the centre of the town. As the shouts from the gathered press started up and immediately gained urgency and resolve, Frankenstein cursed under his breath, watched her for a few more seconds, and then turned to face the multitude.

Onion

––––––––
'You know what I hate?' said Keanu MacPherson. The rest of the guys in the shop kept schtum, respecting the rhetorical nature of the question. 'Burning the roof of my mouth, so that it's sore and tender for three or four days. I do it all the time, usually with sausage. Roll 'n' sausage first thing in the morning...... you know it's going to be hot, you say to yourself, as the King said, fools rush in, just take your time, blow on it a little, don't rush, and then the smell of the sausage hits you and you just bite massively into that wee fella, and boom! The next second you're screaming in agony because you've torched the roof of your mouth.'
The glazier had come and gone. The window had been repaired. The shop was returned to normal. And full. Two customers. William Deco, fearless reporter of the locality, had decided that although he didn't really need his hair cut so much, the barbershop might be a good place to come to pick up some gossip. He'd already visited the latest crime scene, gathered everything useful he thought was likely to come his way, left his sidekick, Robin, waiting outside in the melee of reporters, and gone wandering through the town searching for inspiration and investigative insight. The other customer, Rusty Brown, now just five days removed from his most recent haircut, was there for more or less the same reason. It wasn't like his hair needed anything doing to it, but five pounds fifty bought so much more than hair that was already so short it was indistinguishable from an out and out baldy napper. Of course, he was just looking for scandalous gossip about the trawler and hoping that someone might repeat some rumour that he himself had started a couple of days previously. That would at least represent some achievement.

Inevitably, neither Rusty Brown's nor William Deco's conversational needs were being met by Keanu's lengthy thesis on the perils of the morning sausage.

Rusty Brown, in an effort to bring the exchange over the hazards of breakfast to a swift conclusion, suddenly produced the set of false teeth from his mouth and held them up to let Keanu get a good look. Keanu, who was cutting Rusty's hair at the time, reeled, and studied them from a safe distance.

'These'll protect the roof of your mouth,' he said, before slipping them back in. 'Of course, in the long run, your palette becomes soft and unable to stand heat and if you don't have your falsers in, you can't drink lukewarm tea without ending up in casualty.'

He caught Keanu's eye in the mirror. Keanu nodded and then tentatively moved back in to continue the nugatory scissor work. Barney and Deco looked at Brown with suspicion – no one likes it when someone starts brandishing their false teeth in a seditious manner.

'The real tragedy, the broader, bigger picture,' said William Deco, suddenly deciding that what was required was for someone to grab the bull by the horns and start riding round the mountain with it, 'is the death of the fishing industry itself, not just the apparent loss of three of its sons.'

Before Barney, Keanu or Igor could even attempt a penetrative spearhead across the front lines and into the trenches of the conversation, Rusty Brown had pounced on the discussion with extraordinary zeal and verve, leaving the other three straggling at the back with the generals and the catering staff.

'You know, at the moment,' said Rusty, 'I don't think the plight of the fishing industry represents a bigger picture here in Millport than the trawler mystery and now the decapitation of Nelly Johnson. It reminds me of Arnhem. Was there a bigger picture, sheesh, of course there was. There were four hundred thousand guys floating through the air getting shot up the arse, for goodness sake, that's a pretty big bloody picture, you know. But when you get down to the—'

'You know, I think,' said Barney, recognising that if you didn't interrupt Rusty Brown early on, he was liable to still be talking fifteen years later, 'that Rusty's right. Every story has many layers, but here, the basic story, that foundation layer, is for Brussels and the business sections of the broadsheets. The more intimate story of the crew of the Bitter Wind is of much greater immediate interest.'

'Exactly,' said Brown.

'Hmm,' said Deco. Had not had the courage of his original conviction, had just been looking to start the discussion. 'Fair point. And so the question is, who in the town would have wanted to get rid of the crew? All this talk of old man Koppen wanting the boat, but he only had to waste Ally Deuchar for that, not the three of them.'

'Arf,' said Igor.

'Totally,' said Keanu, although as usual he hadn't picked up the nuance. 'Who knows or dares to say what goes on in the minds of men?'

'You're saying that anybody in this town could have had a motive that the rest of us will never know?'

'Yep,' said Keanu. 'Anybody. Look at Igor, for example. The poor wee fella's a hideous, deaf, mute hunchbacked little guy in a white coat. There's nothing sinister about him at all. But who knows what goes on underneath that crop of weird black hair? And Barney, back there brandishing a pair of scissors. Seems mild-mannered and harmless enough. Switched on, reasonably cool guy, if slightly tending towards grumpy old man status. But you know, he's turned up in Millport in his mid-50s, and does anyone know what he's been up to in the past? Could be nothing, could be all sorts of things. The story of your life's a blank page, Barney, and only you know how to fill it in, eh?'

Barney was staring at Keanu, the weight of his life dragging at his face. Art Deco stared at him strangely in the mirror. Keanu suddenly felt the burden of Barney Thomson's past and he smiled to try to shrug it away.

'Only messing, Barney,' he said. 'Life, you know, it's just one big gigantic bag. You stick your hand in and you never know what you'll pull out. Might be nothing, might be covered in slime, might be chocolate cake...'

'Now you're just talking pish, son,' said Rusty Brown, a man so proficient in that himself that he easily recognised it in others.

Barney shivered and turned back to the head in front of him. William Deco, sitting there receiving a patient Hugh Laurie House. Nearly finished. Barney breathed heavily and resumed the careful scissor work. Keanu hadn't meant anything, he didn't know anything, and he hadn't even been fishing for something which he thought might be out there, but he had wrapped him up in accusation all the same and suddenly Barney felt smothered.

'Are you a man with a past, Barney?' asked Deco. He was a reporter after all.

'Everyone's got a past,' replied Barney dourly.

'Arf?' muttered Igor, and Barney shook his head. Thanks, Igor, but I don't need you to pan the guy's napper in with a broom.

The weight of gloom emanating from Barney suddenly sat heavily on the shop and a stillness descended. An uneasy tranquillity. The click of scissors, the shuffle of feet, the smooth and repetitive swoosh of a brush.

Barney was just wrapping up when he shivered again, the feeling of someone walking on his grave. He turned to the door, even before it opened. He waited and then the door clicked, and Detective Sergeant Proudfoot was inside, unzipping her coat against the lazy warmth of the shop.

'This a good time, Mr Thomson?' she asked.

Barney glanced down at the beautifully coiffed head before him. It was such a perfect Hugh Laurie House that William Deco was probably going to start limping.

'I guess I'm done here,' he said.

He brushed away the hair from Deco's shoulders, whisked off the cape and stood back. Brain buzzing. Forgot the regulation move of displaying the rear of the customer's head in the mirror, but then Deco was so suddenly grabbed by the scent of a story that he didn't even notice.

He was a man on a mission. Barney Thomson, barber.

He fished around for some money and handed over a ten pound note, so engrossed with his sudden investigative energy that he waved away Barney's attempts at getting him change. Grabbed his coat and grabbed his cap, marginally stopped short of licking the end of his pencil. Took a final glance in the mirror.

'Nice job,' he said. 'Thanks.'

Barney was on to him. Could smell trouble.

'No problem,' said Barney.

William Deco nodded, glanced suspiciously at Detective Sergeant Erin Proudfoot, and then opened the door and walked quickly from the shop, displaying, for those who might have looked closely, a bit of a hobble.

They watched him go, the five people in the shop, and then slowly the normality of a quiet afternoon in a barbershop on a small island on the west coast of Scotland returned.

'He seemed in a hurry all of a sudden,' said Rusty Brown. 'Probably dying for a pish.'

'Arf!'

Igor bent to his work, sweeping up after William Deco. Barney and Proudfoot looked at each other, both finally facing up to the inevitable.

'Time for a coffee?' she asked.

Barney nodded. He clapped Igor on the shoulder, a familiar and yet strangely final gesture, and pulled on his coat.

'I'll be a while,' he said to Keanu. 'Keep the fires burning.'

'Sure, boss,' said Keanu.

The door opened and Barney and Proudfoot disappeared out into the cold of the morning. The others watched briefly, and then they were gone and the shop was bereft of conversation and authority, and Keanu was left alone with Rusty Brown and the continuing sullen and quiet presence of Igor.

'There's something funny going off,' said Rusty Brown eventually.

'Aye,' said Keanu after a while. 'There usually is.'

The Remains Of The Morning

––––––––
Secretly Detective Chief Inspector Frankenstein was delighted. In fact, it wasn't even that much of a secret. There were too many things about the Bitter Wind which he didn't like, too many imponderables. Cases which weren't open and shut were one thing. He could handle a little peculiarity, some uncertainty. But all his senses told him that this was a case which threatened to lurch horribly over into the supernatural, and it made him feel uneasy. Now, however, everything had changed. They had a simple and straightforward bloody case of murder. Brutal maybe, but plain and obvious murder all the same. This he could deal with.
He pointed to a large man at the back of the press horde, a guy he didn't recognise from the usual collective who plagued the police station on these occasions.

'Big Man?' said Frankenstein.

'Yeah, like hi,' said the big fella. 'Dan Watson from DC Thomson.'

'The Sunday Post?' said Frankenstein incredulously. 'Your mob are actually acknowledging that murders happen? That won't sit well with the knitting patterns and recipes for fruit scones.'

'Nah,' said Watson, 'I'm actually covering the Scooby Doo-type angle for the Dandy and Beano.'

'Ah,' said Frankenstein. That, at least, made more sense. 'You're on to plums, though, eh, Chief? I can see the whole conspiracy, men-in-masks possibilities from the case up until now, but this? A decapitated woman? A sickening blood-splattered front room? Hello? That ain't Scooby Doo.'

'Well,' said Watson, encouraged by the detective's use of phrases such as sickening blood-splattered front room, which made great press, if not exactly for the Beano, 'you're forgetting the more recent Scooby feature-length animated films, where the monsters aren't always men in masks, and there is an acknowledgement of the existence of the supernatural. Look at Witch's Ghost, for example.'

'Fair point,' said Frankenstein. 'However, while that particular episode is filled with ironic nods to the earlier series, and in the end the ghost herself turns out to be a genuine four hundred year-old malevolent spirit with authentic evil powers, here's the thing... No one gets hurt! There's an actual old woman in there who will never wake up again. Her head has been completely severed. Blood on the walls, blood on the curtains, blood on the carpet. You going to tell that to your five year-old readership, bud?'

Watson was writing furiously, jealous of all the guys around him holding up a wide variety of recording devices.

'Well, I think children today are far more sophisticated than you give them credit for, and they're also desensitised to violence, but then again, you may have a point. Still, it might have been a man in a mask who chopped her head off? Can you comment on that?'

Frankenstein shrugged.

'That it might have been a man in a mask? Sure, I can comment on that. Here's my comment. Who the fuck knows? It could have been a monkey in a mask.'

The press conference did not last much longer.

The headline in that evening's newspaper: Police Search For Genetically Modified Masked Killer Monkey.

*** 

From where they were sitting they could look back along the front at Millport. A cold morning, the town still showing the remnants of the ravaging by the storm. They had picked up a coffee each and were sitting on a bench up by the pier, a few yards from where the Bitter Wind had been swept away. The pier itself had been given at least a surface clean up, so that it took closer inspection to notice the underlying storm damage.

'So, tell me everything,' said Barney. They'd been sitting in silence for a few minutes, enjoying the peace, watching the world go by. The slowly changing artwork of small town life.

'Me?' she said, surprised that he'd even think to ask. She had been waiting to strike up the conversation about him. 'You care?'

Barney smiled.

'Sure,' he said. 'You did me a favour once. That, and you're one of the few people on the planet that I actually recognise from my past. Whatever life that was before all this insanity started.'

She nodded. Not everyone in this modern day is self-obsessed, she thought.

'Not much to tell,' she said. 'The last time I saw you I was lying in a pool of blood. Nearly died, somehow managed to hang on. Took a year out from the police, recuperated. A few months in bed, spent a few months walking in the foothills of the Himalayas.'

'Meditation and all that sort of thing?'

'Nah. Mostly internet café hopping, but it was fun. Got me back on my feet. Joel came with me.'

'The detective guy, your sidekick?'

'Yeah. We got married in Singapore at the end of it all. He left the police. I was going to, but they were really good to me during the whole thing, and, well, here I am. Been back in a few years. This is my first murder since back then. Guess they've been keeping me away from it.'

A seagull landed on the railing not far from them and inspected them for signs of food. Barney lifted his coffee cup to show that they were packing caffeine and no crumbs. The seagull moved its head to the side and then turned and flew off.

'How are you coping?' he asked.

'Denial,' she said quickly. 'Denial. Been three years since my last therapy. Maybe I'll need to go back.'

'What's Mulholland doing now?' said Barney.

'You remember him?' she asked, surprised.

'Everything from back then seems kind of vague, but yes, it's in there somewhere.'

'He works for the Forestry Commission. You remember the Wolf in Pulp Fiction?'

Barney smiled and nodded.

'That's Joel. He's the Wolf of forestry.'

They drank their coffee. They looked at the skies and the sea. An elegiac moment, the small bay stretching before them.

'Your turn,' said Proudfoot eventually, and Barney stared at the ground in front of him. 'The last I heard, whereas I nearly died, you did the job properly. Dead at the foot of a cliff, thanks to old man Blizzard.'

'Well,' said Barney, quickly, 'he didn't push me, I just slipped. Although, to be fair to the lad Blizzard, maybe he'd have pushed me if he'd had to. So then, what happened next...? Back from the dead. Hard to explain.'

He paused, sipped on his cup of joe.

'Presumably though, you must have some explanation,' she said, amused by his reticence. No impatience, just a lazy cup of coffee on a cool autumnal day by the sea. She could sit here all day, take nothing else to do with the investigation, talk to Barney Thomson, chew the fat, wait a few days to return to her own personal Wolf.

'Well, you know, Sergeant,' said Barney Thomson, 'I'm not sure that I can. I was never, to be honest, personally aware of being dead. No light at the end of a tunnel, no Heaven, no Hell, no deity-like figure casting doubts over my presence in his house, no red, bearded, long-tailed sneak, waiting to whack me over the head with a steaming iron bar, before sending me into the caves for an eternity of back-breaking, soul-crushing penance. Nothing. I fell off a cliff, woke up some time later in a bed, having been employed with the First Minister.'

She looked at him. There was a story there that she had studiously avoided at the time, since murder had been involved.

'You were the personal barber, when all those cabinet murders were being committed?'

''Fraid so.'

'Jeez, that's pretty funky. Murder has followed you around'

Barney smiled. Never a truer word...

'I'm Jessica whatshername from Murder She Wrote,' he said.

'Miss Marple,' she added.

'Poirot.'

'Hannibal Lecter.'

He laughed. She smiled with him.

'Cheeky sod. That's a bit different.'

'So how'd you find yourself here?' she asked.

'Came here a lot as a kid. Every year. Forgot about it over time. Then after the First Minister thing, I walked off into the sunset. Thought I'd walk the earth and get in adventures. But you know, that's just the movies. I went from town to town, never got into any adventures. On the one hand I was seeking the quiet life, on the other, it was too damn quiet. Remembered this place, don't know why especially. Came here, it felt like home. Stayed.'

She had almost stopped hearing what he said. Not bored, just letting the sound of his voice sweep over her, blending with the sea and the breeze and the chill of morning. She could listen to him talk for a long time, didn't really matter what he was saying. There had been a time when the name Barney Thomson had scared her. Now, however, the Barney Thomson who sat next to her, talking honestly and softly, was like an old friend.

'You're like a different person,' she said.

'Getting killed will do that to you.'

She smiled. She looked out at the grey sea, the waves chopping against the small islands in the bay. The beach, still showing evidence of the storm. Her eyes wandered back along the promenade, along the front of the town. Drawn further along, until they came to the shop front of the police incident room. A hunched figure in a long black coat, shoulders stooped against the cold, was opening the door and going inside. Frankenstein.

And with that the wistful air was gone, and the vision of Nelly Johnson's front room suddenly seared through her head. Blood.

'What's he like?' said Barney. He too had felt the seismic shift in mood. She knew who he meant.

'Classical grumpy old man. Miserable as hell, misanthropic, moans constantly, complains about everything. I love him.'

Barney laughed, but he wasn't really in the mood for laughing. They were back on to the subject of death and he knew the obvious question was coming.

'So, here you are again, in a small town and people are dying.'

He took a sip of coffee, had to tip the cup almost vertical to get the last of it. He could take another. Maybe, after she'd gone back to work – and who was he fooling with that thought, as she was working now – he'd get another coffee and go for a long walk along the front, round Kames, past the aquarium, keep on going. And what if he didn't stop? Small town island life... he'd end up back where he started.

'You think I'm involved?' he asked.

'Not for a second. I think, however, that there are plenty of people who would think you were involved if they knew you were here.'

'What about Frankenstein?'

She kept her eyes on the door of the police office, as if that might help her see into the mind of the misanthrope.

'He'd jump to the obvious conclusion. He'd want to speak to you. He'd bring you in. But for all the bluster and general haranguing of the planet that he so dedicates his life to, he's a good policeman. He'd know you weren't implicated. He'd be a bad policeman not to talk to you, just as he'd be a bad one to draw the wrong conclusion.'

'Tell him I'm here,' he said quickly.

She looked at Barney for the first time in a while. The serene face, the lines of age, greying hair. Wearing well. Bit of the Sean Connery about him. Not the man she had known. Then she looked out across the bay, back towards oblivion. The investigation of a brutal murder to be continued. Life went on. If not for Nelly Johnson.

She tapped him on the knee and stood up. 'I should get back to the grind. Walk me round.'

Barney didn't rise. Felt the chill of the day for the first time since they'd sat down, but didn't feel like moving just yet.

'I'm just going to sit here for a while,' he said. 'Keanu can take care of the shop. The day can take care of itself.'

Detective Sergeant Proudfoot looked down at Barney. A long gaze between them, she smiled weakly, and then turned and walked off the pier, back past the George. Barney watched for a short while and then turned his head away and looked out to sea.

'I've got nothing to hide,' he said to himself.

If only that had been true.

*** 

William Deco left the barber shop and headed straight back to his Largs office. Got down to work. Barney Thomson. The name had rung a bell, and when he checked the files, it all came back. Of course the name had rung a bell. Barney Thomson had been the most notorious serial killer of his day, and the day hadn't been that long ago. It was as if the nation had collectively absolved him of all blame for the crimes of which he'd been accused, and in doing so had chosen to forget about him, embarrassed that they had so quickly leapt to the wrong conclusion.

Maybe they'd been right, however. That's what William Deco wondered as he read the back story. Maybe they'd all been right.

And as he read, he decided that the Millport mystery, which had begun with the disappearance of the crew of a small fishing trawler out on the firth, and had picked up with a sudden decapitation, had just become even more interesting. It was time for a special murder edition of the newspaper.

William Deco, Art to his friends, finally had a story to get his teeth into.

Part II

The Fantastic Five Have A Cunning Plan

––––––––
Murder has come to town, and now fear hangs in the air like the putrid stench of burning cattle flesh. A pall hangs over us all as we wait in terror behind locked doors. The streets are deserted, windows are shuttered, there is not a soul who does not wait with horror, wondering where the executioner's axe might next fall...

'What d'you think?' asked Keanu, looking up from his laptop.

Igor glanced out at the sky, cloudy but still bright. A mother and her two young children walked past, the kids giggling and eating ice cream, the mum doing a funny walk to make them laugh. Old Thomas Peterson rode past on his bike. The waves fluttered in the bay.

'Arf,' said Igor.

Keanu had followed his gaze outside and nodded sombrely.

'Haven't quite caught the mood of the town, eh?' he said sadly.

*** 

Barney went for his long walk. Didn't even stop in the shop to tell Keanu that he was in charge for the rest of the day. It wasn't like the kid wouldn't be able to work it out for himself. And, if it looked like he might still be out walking when it was getting dark, he could call him and get him to close up. Minimum responsibility.

Instead of walking along the front, he strolled up the hill, down along the back way to the cathedral and then up through the farm, to the highest point. It was cold up there, deserted. Not a day for tourists. He looked all around, low visibility. Cloud and mist had descended. Couldn't see the hills of Argyll that are so glorious on a sunny and clear day. Clutching his jacket close to him, he moved on, walking down the other side of the hill, swinging back round towards the town. But he was still in a mood for walking and thinking, not yet ready to return to the shop.

Three days ago it had been his place of refuge, but now, now that he had been visited there by ghosts and portents, the shop represented a haunted place for him. He wanted to stay away, and so he walked on, wondering what was left for him in this town if he could never shake the feeling. He knew, however, that there was some reckoning which had to be faced, and not until then would he know where his future lay. If he had a future.

At Kames he took another left, round the bay and out towards the aquarium. When he reached the corner at the far end of the bay, however, he turned off the main road, onto the small path which leads out towards Farland Point. A deserted rocky corner, for fishermen and the occasional seal. A perfect view of the nuclear power station just over a mile across the water.

Walking down the muddy path, past fading long autumnal grasses, he heard voices a short distance away, down by the water. Did he want human contact? Maybe, after a couple of hours of relentless solitude, his thoughts naturally getting nowhere, tied up as they were in a morass of old guilts and demons. A fair chance that whoever was down here was going to be one of his regular customers. Familiarity, perhaps that was all that was required.

He stepped off the path, through the grass and past a lone bramble bush. There were four people down by the water, working with a small boat which was tied to a short, disused jetty, sticking out into the sea, all rusted columns and broken wooden planks. Four people and a dog. The MI6 gang, if that's who they really worked for.

As Barney got closer, they turned towards him and stopped what they were doing. The Dog With No Name stopped sniffing around in the grass and approached to say hello.

'Hi there, Mr Thomson,' said Fred, the blond-haired leader of the gang. 'We wondered when you'd get here.'

Barney smiled. 'You knew?'

'We've been watching you,' said Selma. 'You were at the pier, you walked up past the church and the school, up to the highest point, and now you're here. Our paths would eventually cross.'

'Satellite?' said Barney.

Bernard held up a pair of binoculars.

'So, what are you doing?' asked Barney.

Fred turned and looked at the boat which they had tied to the dilapidated jetty. A rowing boat, laden with five barrels.

'We're setting a trap,' said Fred.

Barney almost turned away but decided that he really needed to stand here and find out what was going on. When constantly presenting yourself with the reality of your past, perhaps it was best to break it up with the complete surrealism of the present.

'To catch the killer,' said Deirdre, aware of the sceptical look on Barney's face. 'We haven't decided yet whether to call him the Trawler Fiend or The Incredible Captain Death.'

'The Trawler Fiend?'

'Sure,' said Selma. 'Tonight, after dark, Bernard and the Dog With No Name will pretend to be fishermen. They'll work down here at the boat, until the killer comes along.'

'The Incredible Captain Death,' said Fred.

'Exactly,' said Selma.

'That's insane,' said Barney. 'The guy who killed Nelly Johnson chopped her head off. It was horrible. Why give him this silly nickname? You make him sound like a character out of a kid's TV show. Some mad old fool, goofily searching for his grandfather's treasure. He's a killer'

'Like, that's why he's got Death in his name!' said Bernard.

'Or Fiend,' added Deirdre.

Barney looked quizzically around the gang. Shook his head, shrugged.

'You were telling me your brilliant plan,' he said, deadpan.

'How do we know that you're not The Incredible Captain Death disguised as a mild-mannered barber?' said Deirdre.

The Dog With No Name sat at Barney's feet, looking up, tongue out.

'You do have a bit of a history after all,' said Fred.

'What?' said Barney.

The wind had changed. Colder, coming down from the north, over the island, sneaking up coolly on Millport from behind. The small, barrel-laden boat bobbed against the jetty. The skies had grown darker as Barney had walked, but he had been so absorbed in entangling his mind in knots of remorse and introspection, that he hadn't noticed.

He felt the chill now, however. The wind, the sea, the murky skies.

'Like, we know all about you, friend,' said Bernard. 'The manslaughter, the death, the bodies in your mother's freezer, all those groovy dead monks, Murderer's Anonymous. It's totally whacked, man. Like we're never seen anything like it, have we Dog With No Name?'

The dog barked.

Barney was aware of the beating of his heart, but it didn't crash and thrash and threaten to burst through his chest. He could feel it slow down, settle into a declining rhythm, as if it might be eventually going to stop. And as it slowed down, it seemed to rise in his chest. A slow ascent up his throat. Not leaping into his mouth, just slowly working its way out, so that it would soon lie dead on the floor.

His past wasn't just coming back to haunt him; the past was three hundred thousand orcs at the gates of Helm's Deep, and Barney was alone on the walls.

Fred clapped him on the shoulder.

'Don't be alarmed, Barney old buddy, we're MI6. We know all kinds of shit.'

'Sure we do,' said Bernard. 'What we don't know is, like, where's the best place on this island to get a fried banana burger with mayonnaise and chocolate sauce?'

The dog barked again, wagging its tail with gastronomic excitement.

'There are no secrets,' said Fred, his hand still squeezing Barney's shoulder, 'only certain things that we don't yet know about each other. We were checking you out last night, with our trawler in the mist ruse. That was all a scam. We're full of them. Hey, maybe if you don't get killed on this gig, you might want to think about coming to work for us.'

Barney's heart had begun to speed up again, had begun the slow crawl back into position. There are no secrets, only certain things that we don't yet know about each other... How many times had he heard that one in the shop? Well, essentially, none, but that level of absurd tangential gobbledygook was commonplace.

'I'm going to go,' he said slowly. 'Still got a lot of walking to do. Thinking.'

Fred let go of his shoulder and took a step back.

'Sure, friend,' he said, 'but you don't need to worry. We won't tell anyone, we can keep a secret.'

'Yep'

'Sure.'

'Like, totally.'

Barney looked at them all and then turned slowly and walked back through the long grass, back up onto the path. He still had a long way to go, and the journey would take him much further than the ten and a half mile walk around the island. When he was a few yards away, he stopped and looked back at Bernard.

'Try the Ritz. They might make you your burger.'

'Like, thanks, pal!'

Up The Graveyard

––––––––
Proudfoot didn't go straight back to the police incident room either, although she didn't go for as long a walk as Barney Thomson. Almost at the door, and then she had a sudden vision of her chat with Frankenstein and having to explain where she'd been and to whom she'd been talking. She didn't need that.
She turned abruptly and walked back along the front and up the hill. Working on something in between a whim and a hunch. A whunch. She thought of the word as she passed the farm. A whunch. Made her smile. She could use it to Frankenstein and it would be something else to cover up her absence. Particularly when her whunch came to nought and she was returning to the station empty handed.

She reached the graveyard and turned in through the gate. Stopped for a second to look back down the hill; the island of Little Cumbrae, the sea and the mainland, Arran and Bute. It was beautiful, the starkest of contrasts to what she had had to endure that morning in Nelly Johnson's front room.

She thought of the photograph she'd seen of Bill Johnson. Bill on a boat, about to cast off from one of the endless small jetties which dotted the coast of the island, and which no one ever used any more. Except MI6. Bill grimacing at the camera. Trying to smile? Annoyed at the photographer for taking the picture? Had there been a story about the late Bill Johnson, that was what she was wondering.

As it happened, the story of Bill was brief and insignificant. A minor part in the diamond smuggling ring, then his place in the operation, such as it was, gratuitously grabbed by Nelly upon his death from heart failure the previous April.

Proudfoot walked along the main path of the cemetery, looking up and down neat rows of headstones, the simple, unadorned remembrances of the dead typical of the people. Nothing elaborate, no one trying to outdo the next grave along. Austere, minimal, honest.

She took her time, glancing along the lines, reading the epitaphs on some of the end-of-the-row headstones. Margaret Patterson, Born 1856, Died 1893. Much missed mother of seven. At the bottom end of the cemetery, near the far fence, there was a man standing by one of the gravestones. From the overalls and heavy yellow coat she knew that it would be the gravekeeper, or a council worker with some similar designation, rather than a family member visiting a Dead Relative.

She wandered slowly over in his direction, past Mary Martin, a dear friend and mother, and David McTaggart, much beloved son and father. She came round the last row of stones and immediately saw what was keeping him standing still, staring.

He was a few feet back from a grave, so as not to be standing over the body. Assuming it was in there. The headstone was a plain granite rectangle. On the ground beside it there were some weathered and beaten flowers, which had been sitting forlornly in the same vase for six months. Stabbed into the ground in front of the grave was a simple wooden cross, on top of which a chicken had been impaled. Whether the chicken had still been alive when it had been skewered onto the top spike of the cross, it was impossible to tell. Either way, the chicken had not died with a smile on its face. Across the engraving on the headstone, words had been splashed in red paint: Reap the Bitter Wind.

Nelly's killer had been intent on doing a thorough job.

Proudfoot approached and stood beside him, looking down at the grave of Bill Johnson. The words, Here lies William Johnson, No Longer Alive, But Never Dead, had not been completely obscured by the paint. The guy didn't seem to have noticed Proudfoot's approach, yet he showed no sign of surprise at her arrival.

'Do you think it's paint or blood?' he asked, his voice deadpan.

'It's not blood,' she said quietly.

'How d'you know?' he asked, finally giving her a glance, and then he made another little noise and nodded. 'The policewoman. You've seen blood before.'

'Too often,' she said. 'You're the gravedigger?'

'Oh, you can't say that. Not allowed to use the word grave.'

'No?'

'It implies that the worker himself might be grave in some way. You know, sombre and unsmiling. Some of us Cemetery Earth Reallocation Employees are quite cheerful. I mean, obviously not me, I'm as miserable as shite, me, but that's what the directive said. The union held out for it, you know. It was a big thing. There was a paragraph in the Herald.'

'Right,' she said. 'What's your name?'

'Headstone Harmison,' he replied. A pause. She gave him a glance. 'Obviously I wasn't Christened Headstone, I mean, my mum and dad would have had to be showing some amount of prescience for that, although of course, if they had Christened me Headstone, then you could never know if I'd drifted into this line of work because they'd pointed me in that direction. My real name's Morris. Everyone knows me as Headstone. You have to accept it in this line of work. And when your second name starts with an H, you're an absolute sitting duck for the alliterative aspect. It's like my mate up in Clarkston, Graveyard Gillingham.'

He paused briefly and Proudfoot made the rookie error of not jumping in when she had the chance.

'Then again, there's the fella over in Largs. Sam Tarrantino. You'd think they'd call him Tombstone, but everyone knows him as Mr Brown. Don't get it myself, but he's not really a friend of mine anyway. When I see him I usually call him Sammy. A bit over familiar, but that's one of my things. Over familiarity. Puts some people off, but I always say that you just have to take people as you get them. I am what I am.'

'When did you find the chicken?' asked Proudfoot, taking a leap at a millisecond of clear air.

'The chicken?' said Headstone, seemingly surprised that she'd want to ask about it. 'About half an hour ago. It wasn't here this morning. I was going to lunch, managed to fit in a half hour break sometime after twelve. Must have been done then. Like, I was just sitting in the shed, but my back was turned, head down in the trough, TV on, the whole distraction thing, it's not like I'm paid to guard this place, you know, and then after that I was working down at the other end, the new section over there, where we put the urns and stuff, nothing specific just general maintenance, then I got a call from Tully Banta down at the Kendall, and he said about Nelly Johnson. Bit of a shock, but it wasn't like there wasn't a queue. So I got to thinking about old Bill, and wondering what kind of state his plot was in, and if there was space beside it for Nelly, you know, how it's going to work. I mean, it's not like I don't know all these graves by heart, and Bill's not been in the ground all that long, but I came up here just to have a look anyway, and as I was walking up I thought to myself, here, is that a chicken? That is, that is a chicken!...'

He talked on. Proudfoot switched off. She had a few more questions to ask, but essentially she knew there was nothing much else that Headstone Harmison would likely be able to tell her. She brought her phone from her pocket and took a few quick photos of the headstone and the chicken, and then she took a photo of Headstone himself as he seemed keen for it to happen.

She turned away from the little scene of demonic indulgence and looked back down the hill and out to sea. Suddenly felt the chill of the graveyard, and the chill of the absurdity of someone who would kill a chicken to leave a warning, and who would scrawl a catchphrase in fake blood on a tombstone. Headstone's voice drifted in and out of her head, a dreary monotone, his conversation a continual polemic never destined to reach any destination or conclusion. '...made out of granite, because that's what most of them did, but of course these days people are stretching the boundaries because that's what they do and last week I heard someone talking about kicking the dead whale up the beach, but to be perfectly honest I had no idea what they were talking about...'

Eventually, although no gap in his conversation ever really appeared, Proudfoot patted Headstone on the arm and began to walk slowly away from the grave. Shook her head at her own forgetfulness, stopped and held a hand up for him to take a breath. He looked at her expectantly, surprised that anyone would want him to stop talking.

'We'll need to get a couple of guys up here, forensics, that kind of thing. They'll be here in a few minutes. Don't touch this thing, don't tidy it up. Close the graveyard, don't let anyone in before the police arrive.'

'Well, that's all very well saying that Detective, but there are some, like you know, Mrs Waverley, who comes up here every single aft—'

'Headstone,' she said firmly, 'I'm telling you, don't let anyone in. That's it. I could call it in and wait, but I feel like walking back down the hill. I'm trusting you here. If it helps, imagine that I'm making you my deputy. Until reinforcements arrive, you're in charge of the crime scene.' She reached forward and gripped his shoulder. 'Deputy Harmison, secure the area.'

Headstone Harmison saluted.

'Yes, ma'am,' he said. The poor lad had been watching a few too many American movies.

'Thank you,' said Proudfoot, then she turned and walked slowly back through the graveyard. Away from the desecrated grave of Bill Johnson. As she walked, she smiled at the thought of Headstone Harmison, but slowly the smile died. Just like all the poor souls who lay beneath the ground in this, the latest crime scene in her career. Couldn't stop herself glancing at the graves as she passed.

Agnes Desmond, A Faithful Wife, Died Mar 1923. Charles Bergamot, Died September 1902, Gone But Not Forgotten.

Snack Time

––––––––
'Where the fuck have you been?'
Proudfoot stopped just inside the door. She smiled. The whole of the incident room looked at her, based on Frankenstein's bark from the rear of the room.

She walked over to one of the desks, where a geeky youth of a constable, newly arrived from Greenock, was sitting at a computer terminal. She took out her phone, found a lead lying in amongst the stramash of electrical equipment on the desk, attached her phone to the computer and then leant across the constable to work at the keyboard. Constable Corrigan, confronted with Detective Sergeant Proudfoot's left breast in his face, fought the urge not to move and then finally pushed his chair back.

By what she considered a small miracle, she managed to get the pictures downloaded in seconds, almost as if she was in an advert for the computer or phone company. It really is that simple! She straightened up and indicated for Frankenstein to come and look.

'This is where the fuck I've been. The grave of Nelly Johnson's husband. I had a whunch.'

Frankenstein looked dubious, and then he walked round and looked at the pictures. She flicked through them slowly, seven in all, concluding with the smiling mug of Deputy Headstone.

'Who's the geek?' asked the geeky constable from behind. Frankenstein and Proudfoot gave him a curious look.

'Yeah,' said Frankenstein, 'who is the geek?'

'The gravedigger,' said Proudfoot, 'although you're not allowed to call them that anymore.'

'People Who Dig Large Holes In The Ground For The Purposes Of Burial Of Late Lamented Other Significant People Of Unknown Future Personage?' ventured Corrigan.

They gave him another look, this time Frankenstein stopping himself giving the lad a slap across the head.

'Shut up! That didn't even make any sense. Sergeant, what's the position now? You appear to have left the scene?'

'I've ordered the gravedigger to close the graveyard and to not tamper with anything until we arrive for the full examination.'

Frankenstein nodded and looked around the room. Spare men were thin on the ground, though he was expecting more to arrive the following day, now that they had a new murder on their hands. The thing was getting bigger and bigger as they went on, and a dead chicken at a tombstone wasn't going to help matters. He'd been badgered by the press already that day, and with every new and strange discovery it was only going to get worse.

Police hell.

'Right,' he said, 'I'd better get up there and take a look. Not that I don't trust you Sergeant. You stay here and find something to make yourself useful...'

'A true general...'

'Piss off. Webster and you, whatever your name is, you're coming with me. Bring some of that forensic crap. A whunch for God's sake.'

A quick glance at Proudfoot, Webster and the other guy, Constable Alan Constable – who was always surprised when anyone forgot his name – and then Frankenstein walked quickly outside, pulled the cigarette packet from his pocket and lit up.

They stood in the room watching for a few seconds.

'He's at the fags,' said Proudfoot. 'Things are looking bad. Webster, Constable, you better get a move on, I think he's about to blow.'

A nod and a mock salute, and Constables Webster and Constable got to work.

*** 

Barney walked on, right around the island. Past the aquarium and Keppel pier and the lion rock; the wishing well; the marina and the ferry landing slip; the small column at the far end, looking north, where Frankenstein had first encountered Fred and the gang; on round the small bay, back south past the old fish farm, which had once famously been converted into a soccer stadium or something, live on BBC TV; the twisty back roads towards the Indian rock, looking out at the tired, grey seas, over to Bute and the hills of Arran; over the small hump and down into Fintry Bay. Mid-November, the café was still open.

A long slow walk, and by the time he reached Fintry, he was ready to sit down. He debated the element of human company that entering would involve, and then walked wearily up the steps and inside.

The place was busy with tourists. He stopped for a second and looked over them all, people wrapped in thick jackets, gloves and scarves and hats discarded. Where have all these people come from, he wondered. He had walked slowly around the island and barely seen anyone.

He walked to the counter, the gloom of the world on his shoulders. Knew the small woman standing behind, frantically rushing around re-supplying the shelves of sandwiches, which had been unexpectedly depleted.

'Busy?' he said.

'Tell me about it, Mr Thomson.' Then she looked conspiratorially around the clientèle and leant forwards, her voice hushed. 'Gloaters and sightseers. Here because that old woman was murdered. Then they come round here because you can look across the water to where the trawler was found. They're just wanting to catch a glimpse of an actual police investigation. The police should sell tickets, I'm telling you, they'd be minted. Really, it's terrible. But then, who's to say, you know, people want what they want. It's like reality TV right on your doorstep. Why sit at home with a cup of tea watching endless adverts on ITV, or the BBC telling you how wonderful they are every thirty seconds, when you can see the real thing in action? But then, we're talking about a woman's life here, aren't we? They should just leave well alone and let the police get on with their work.'

A pause. Barney wondered if she was finished and whether he'd now be able to get his order in.

'You can tell I'm Gemini,' she said. 'Both sides.'

'Thought that was Libra,' said Barney.

'Maybe it was my mum who's Libra.'

'Can I order something now?' asked Barney.

'What were you waiting for?'

Barney nodded ruefully and looked into the glass cabinet to see what was on offer. The food was lined up, each item appropriately labelled. Decapitation Doughnuts: £1.75; Murder Muffins: £1.75; Slaughter Scones with Genocide Jam: £1.50; Execution Éclairs: £2.55; Nelly Nosh Soup with Bludgeon Bread: £3.75; Bloodbath Broth: £2.05.

Barney looked up at Meg Braintree.

'Just, you know, giving the public what they want,' she said defensively, arms folded.

'I'll just have a Cappuccino, please,' said Barney.

'Would that be a Carnage Cappuccino or a regular?'

Barney looked deadpan across the counter.

'Regular?' she ventured.

He nodded. She fussed away to make the coffee. Barney turned and looked round at the crowded café. A lot of gloaters and sightseers right enough. As he tuned in to the room, he could hear various conversations, excited chatter about the murder of Nelly Johnson and the mystery of the missing trawler crew. Somewhere in there he even heard mention of The Incredible Captain Death.

The door opened and another couple entered, agitated in discussion, a bustle of coats and scarves and hats and gloves. He was drawn to them, this middle-aged couple over all the others.

'Can you not remember that?' said the woman. 'It was all over the papers.'

'Nope,' said the man. He looked bored. He looked like he needed a cup of Trawler Tea and a Savage Sandwich.

'You're a total eejit. I don't believe you sometimes. Can you remember anything that happened before yesterday?'

They bustled up to the counter and stood next to Barney, perusing the various murder-related foods on offer.

'I can remember the Scotland team that lost 1-0 to Brazil at Hampden in 1973,' said the guy brusquely. 'Went with my dad.'

'Went with your dad,' she said scornfully. 'Like you've never mentioned that before. Where are you when we're sitting watching the television? Do you completely tune out the rest of the planet? Do you completely tune me out?'

'The Cudgel Cake looks tasty,' he said.

'It was all over the papers.'

'Don't remember.'

She glanced at Barney, who was standing next to them, looking at them strangely. Why do people make themselves live with someone else who annoys them as much as this? That was what he was thinking, a thought in itself overwhelmed by the odd feeling he had about them, that somehow this absurd conversational labyrinth referred to him.

'Do you remember it?' she said sharply to Barney. 'Or are all you men muppets of equal order?'

'I remember the Muppets!' chipped in the guy from the back.

'Remember what?' said Barney.

'That thing a few years ago. It was in all the papers. The barber. Killed the two lads in the shop, his mother was a serial killer. All that stuff. I cannot believe I'm the only one who remembers that. Everyone thought the bloke had died, but the rumour is that he's down here, in Millport. I just heard someone talking about it. They couldn't remember his name either.'

Barney stared at her, stared through her. He had lived so many years when he hadn't had to think about this, and now, from every angle, it was coming back.

'You're just another glaiket eejit, aren't you?' she said.

Barney looked into her eyes, but he wasn't seeing her. He was seeing Wullie Henderson slide on a puddle on the barber shop floor, he was reaching out to grab him as he fell forward, and he could feel the scissors in his hand accidentally thrust deep into Wullie's chest. Could feel the warmth of the blood which spurted out over his hand and wrist.

'You're the barber here, Mr Thomson, aren't you?' said Meg Braintree, joining the mêlée. 'You'd know if there were any murderers working at the shop. What about that little hunchbacked fellow? He's a bit suspicious looking.'

Barney glanced round at her quickly, sudden annoyance coming with the ugly feeling of the waves of the past.

'Igor's fine,' he said. 'Leave him out of it.'

'Hmph,' she muttered. 'He's short and he can't talk. There's obviously something going on.'

Barney gave her a look which burrowed deep into her head. Another sharp glance at the woman who had started off this latest intrusion from the distant past, and then he walked quickly from the café, pushing the door open roughly and almost running down the steps and back down to the road.

The vultures were circling.

The woman who had started this new incursion into Barney's past, watched him go and then rubbed a pensive hand across her hairier-than-acceptable chin.

'Thomson,' she said. 'That name rings a bell.'

Meg Braintree and the husband looked at her expectantly, but eventually she shook her head and the thought that was so close to emerging was once more subsumed in the collective crap of any human mind.

'Think I'll have a Bloodfest Bagel,' said her husband to fill the gap. Then he added, 'And some Ice Pick Tea,' as the opportunity presented itself.

A Passing Glance At The Dead

––––––––
Barney walked quickly away from the café, heading back towards town. When he came to the first corner, something made him turn left off the road, through the gate and up the muddy path to the top of the hill, which looked down over the bay and across to Bute and Kilchattan Bay. The ghosts were out to get him, although he still didn't know if those ghosts were real.
He climbed up the short stretch of steep path to the top of the hill and then looked back behind him. The same view that he always had when he stood at this place; the same view that he'd had forty-five years previously when he'd come up here with his mum and his brother for picnics during those endless summer holidays.

He stood for a long time, thoughts suddenly turned back to his childhood. Bike riding, camping, playing in rock pools, ice cream, fish suppers, fresh rolls every morning. The old cinema showing three Carry On movies every week. Crazy golf, rowing boats in the bay, occasional summer donkeys, the boating pond at Kames, the first tentative three iron hit for ten yards at the golf course, Moira MacKay and a pointless teenage infatuation, instant friends and the summer mission, singing songs about Jesus on the beach, playing cricket on a tiny patch of grass.

More ghosts, self-inflicted.

He turned away from the view and started to walk through the field. Haunted, sheathed in melancholy. Lonely.

It is a small island. Hard to move around and not come across someone every few minutes. The cow field met the road at the other side, and as he turned down to his right it was a very short walk past the caravan site and he was passing the graveyard. He glanced in, could see the two police officers hovering over a grave near the back of the cemetery. Black and yellow tape strapped across the entrance, closing the graveyard off to the public. He stopped for a second, wondered what was going on. Did he even want to know?

As he moved on he noticed a guy in a long grey overcoat walking towards him, a cigarette held grudgingly in his fingers. He ducked under the tape and nodded at Barney. They stared at each other for a few seconds, the guy taking an unenthusiastic drag on his cigarette.

'You know what I'm wondering?' he said eventually.

Barney shrugged. 'Why it is that the government persists with PFI when clearly it costs the taxpayer billions of pounds?'

DCI Frankenstein stared at him for a few seconds and then a huge smile broke out temporarily across his face.

'That's funny. The police, we just get shafted by that crap, and consultants. Jesus. Fucking pain in the arse.'

'You're police?' said Barney.

'Can't you tell?'

Barney smiled and nodded. It was written all over the guy.

'So what I was wondering,' said Frankenstein, 'is this. I've been here a few days, and I reckon I've seen you about more than anyone else. You're always mooching round, looking, if you don't mind me being forward, miserable as shite. So my question is this. Who the fuck are you?'

Barney looked him in the eye. Never knew what any police officer was going to think of the revelation of who he was. Perhaps his past would mean nothing to him; perhaps in the past this guy had spent years searching for him. Frankenstein tossed his cigarette to the side and stepped on it. They both looked down at the crushed butt, a minor distraction along the way.

'I'm the barber,' said Barney prosaically. 'I've got the shop next to the incident room. That's why you've seen me so often.'

'I don't think so,' said Frankenstein, 'you're always walking round the town, up and down roads. What is it you're looking for?'

'Is that an interrogative question, or are you just making light-hearted, middle-aged male bonding conversation.?'

Frankenstein smiled again, shook his head and looked back over his shoulder at the work going on behind him. To his right, he could see Headstone Harmison keeping an eye on his officers, unhappy perhaps that someone else was interfering with his graveyard.

'What's your name?' asked Frankenstein, turning back.

'Barney Thomson.'

'Barney Thomson? The barber?'

Barney nodded.

Frankenstein rummaged about in his pockets and produced another cigarette. Stared at Barney throughout. Lit up, took a deep lungful, slipped the lighter back into his pocket.

'Thought you were dead,' he said eventually.

Barney held his hands out to his side. 'Still here.'

'I remember a time when you were a thing. Had your fifteen minutes. Big serial killer on the run. We had fifty guys a week claiming to be you, handing themselves in.'

'I know,' said Barney. 'I tried to hand myself in once and they turned me away because they thought I was just another faker.'

'Really?' Frankenstein laughed. 'Now that, Alanis Morrissette, is irony.'

Another draw on the smoke, another casual look up and down the road. Barney was getting cold. The shivers of the past creeping beneath his skin.

'So how come you're not dead?' he asked.

Barney shrugged. 'I really don't know. But here I am.'

'How do I know you're not one of these insane guys who was trying to hand themselves in nine years ago, and you never got out of your delusion?'

'You don't.'

Another pause. Barney wondered if Frankenstein just smoked to fill the significant silences.

'And why is it that people start getting murdered the second you turn up anywhere? Could it just be that Barney Thomson isn't the innocent fool, continually caught up in extraordinary circumstances, that everyone started thinking he was? That under the serial killer mask, lurks another serial killer?'

Barney was not going to be fazed by the flick of the detective's switch, jokey light-hearted conversation to serious accusation.

'Is that you doing a schizophrenic good cop/bad cop routine yourself?'

'Yeah, it's a great technique, don't you think?'

'If only you had the right guy.'

'Every guy's the right guy,' said Frankenstein, keeping up the snappy, West Wing-type quick-witted one-liners. 'You just have to figure out what it is they're guilty of.'

Having allowed his gaze to drift away, down past the farm and out to sea and the island, the same longing path that Proudfoot had followed an hour or two earlier, Barney now turned back to Frankenstein.

'And what if they're not guilty of anything?'

'We're all guilty of something, Mr Thomson, even if it's just hanging on to our rented DVDs for a few days too long.'

Nothing else to say, and not of a mind to exchange the kind of banter that it would take a team of twenty-two American scriptwriters a couple of brainstorming sessions to arrive at, Barney lifted a subdued hand and then started walking slowly away in the direction of his forlorn gaze. Back down the hill, time to return to the shop.

'Maybe I'll come and speak to you later,' said Frankenstein. 'A more formal chat. Don't be going anywhere until that happens.'

'Spoke to your sergeant already,' Barney threw over his shoulder without turning.

Frankenstein watched him go, letting him walk off back down the road. Another long draw on the cigarette, and then this time he tossed it into the grass and pressed it down with his foot before it was halfway done.

'Crap,' he muttered to himself.

A Row Of Disease

––––––––
Barney arrived back at the shop to find a queue seven long. He hadn't seen a queue like this since his days back in Partick, when people would queue for hours to get their hair cut by anyone but him. There was a guy under the scissors of Keanu MacPherson, while Igor vigorously swept the floor, something he did accompanied by frequent suspicious glances thrown the way of the packed bench.
As Barney entered and took a swift look along the queue, he realised that three of the men had already obviously had their hair cut, and that none of them were islanders. These people weren't here to be on the receiving end of any barbering services, yet they weren't policemen. It was worse.

Journalists.

'Barney Thomson?' said four of the men at the same time.

Barney glanced at Keanu, who shrugged apologetically.

'Thought they were genuine customers,' he said.

'It's no problem,' said Barney.

Then Keanu approached, holding his scissors at a non-combative angle, and whispered to Barney, 'I'm making them all get a haircut and charging them double.'

Barney clapped him on the shoulder and indicated for him to return to the cut, then he nodded at Igor, who was looking very concerned about the whole thing. Finally he turned and looked at the journalists, wondering as he did so what the collective noun actually was. A pack? A herd? A horde? A scrotum?

'Clearly you're not all here for haircuts,' said Barney.

There was a brief hiatus, as the pack waited to pounce, before finally one of them failed to hold in the full force of his ejaculate.

'You are Barney Thomson, the mysterious and sinister Glasgow barber surgeon from a few years back?' cried one man.

Barney looked into the man's eyes, then slowly lowered himself into the barber's chair opposite the ferment. And with that, the first shot being fired, suddenly the scrotum took full voice, every line intersected and overlapping another, a tumult of raw tabloid journalistic over-enthusiasm.

'My paper will give you twenty thousand for exclusive rights.'

'Thirty thousand!'

'Thirty-five!'

'Did you kill the old woman?'

'What have you done with the two missing fishermen?'

'Does death follow you around, or are you the harbinger of death, or are you the executioner himself?'

'Exclusive interview, on your terms, I'm authorised to offer you seventy-five g's.'

'What does it feel like to plunge a knife into someone's eyeball?'

'Do you prefer murder or sex?'

'Have you ever slept with anyone famous?'

'Or snorted cocaine off women's breasts?'

'Talk to us and we'll take you to a secret hideaway, free food and booze for a week, women too if you want, plus one hundred grand, conditional on you spilling all the celeb hairdressing dirt. Have you ever done Justin Timberlake?'

The questions continued, a great morass of journalistic mince, all munged together. Finally, when he heard through the quagmire of absurdity the question, 'What's with the mute, deaf hunchback? He must be guilty of something, just look at him!' Barney finally snapped, stood up and clapped his hands.

The torrent stopped. Everyone stared at him, poised, wondering which gargantuan offer he was going to take.

'I'll tell you what we'll do,' he said, thinking of something on the spot, which was bound to fail. 'No money, no exclusives. You've got the wrong guy for that. You get one question each. No follow-up. I'll choose the order, use your question wisely. If we're in agreement, let's start. If we're not in agreement, then it hardly matters. We cool? Good. You, first from the left.'

The guy appeared a little taken aback at being asked, then he regained his composure, re-asserted his id, and said, 'How many deaths have you been directly responsible for in your life?'

Barney looked through the guy, right through his head, right through the wall, through the police incident room next door, and on and on. The gaze never ended, never came to rest on anything.

How many deaths had he been responsible for? Three was the answer. None of them murders, as such, but three all the same. It was a long time since he had felt the blood of any of them on his hands. Now, however, he felt as if he was drowning in the blood. Even in that of the infamous Brother Steven, who had killed over thirty monks before Barney had put an end to his reign of terror as they'd struggled over a gun in a snowy, far north wilderness. The man had been an insane, psychotic, delusional executioner, but as Barney sat looking at the row of journalists before him, he could see the face of Brother Steven in amongst them, smiling and relaxed, in that nonchalant, Jungian way of his. If Jung had been nonchalant.

'Be cool, Barn,' he could hear Brother Steven say, 'we are all one egg, remember?'

'None,' said Barney firmly. 'No murders,' he added, just to give some element of truth to the answer.

The pack hurriedly jotted down their notes, most of which were comments on how obviously Barney was lying, each writer making a guess at what they thought was the true answer. Barney pointed at random to a guy at the end of the line, barely in his twenties, absurd facial hair that was still some years away from manly cultivation.

'Is it true your mother was a serial killer who ate her victims? And is it true that she wrote a cookbook around her human recipes, substituting chicken for human flesh, and that she became quite well known in Scotland as a celebrity chef before the discovery of her true homicidal nature?'

'That was about six questions,' said Barney, the answer to most of which was no. 'Which one is it you want to ask?'

The man with fusty facial fungus hesitated, then said, 'The one about the cookbook.'

'No,' said Barney, 'it's not true.'

He swung round and pointed to the guy getting his haircut. The element of surprise.

'You?'

Right enough, the man hesitated. Didn't really know anything about Barney Thomson, had just followed the crowd.

'Were you involved in the death of Lady Di?'

'Not directly,' said Barney, 'although I did once cut the hair of someone who said he was the MI6 agent responsible for spiking her driver's orange juice with a lethal cocktail of alcohol, drugs and wine gums.'

'You're kidding?'

'That would be a second question,' said Barney.

He spun back round and pointed to another guy.

'The moon landing?' the bloke said, also seemingly caught unawares, 'true or false?'

'The flag was blowing in the wind,' said Barney. 'Next?'

He pointed, curious as to where this was going. With the first two questions had he stumbled across the only two journalists who knew anything about his past? And the second the thought had formulated, he knew it was a thought he was about to rue.

'Regardless of what's true and what isn't,' said a man in the middle, a guy who, like all the best investigative journalists, looked like a policeman, 'isn't it time you stood trial for the various murders of which you've been accused? Isn't it time you had your reckoning?'

Barney stared at him. Something else he hadn't thought about in a long time, not since he'd tried to hand himself over to the police and had been rejected. And he had no answer for it. Sure enough, he was long overdue in facing up to the past, although it seemed like some higher force had decided that now was the time, regardless of the police, regardless of the press.

'I'm not running,' he said eventually. 'The police are next door, they know where to get me.'

'And I thought you were dead?' said the penultimate guy, not waiting to be asked.

'And seriously,' said the last guy, 'what's with the deaf mute hunchback? It's like dredging up the most absurd cliché you can think of. Weird serial killer guy. Deaf mute hunchback. What's with you?' he said, pointing at Keanu. 'Deranged, misplaced weirdo? Seriously, really, this place is like some sort of X-Men scenario, all these weirdoes in one place. It's not a barber shop, it's a freak shop.'

Barney had an Ally McBeal moment, imagined picking up Igor's broom, yielding it like Obi Wan with a light saber, and launching a brutal attack on the row of journalists. The pack. The herd. The disease. The disease of tabloid journalists.

Instead he walked slowly to the door and opened it.

'Time's up,' he said. 'Go and write your stories. I'm sure you'll make most of it up anyway.'

'But my hair's not finished,' wailed the guy in the seat.

Barney glanced at him. Right enough, there was a clear discrepancy between the hair around the right and the left ear.

'Go,' he said. 'Go to Wullie in Largs, he'll finish you off. Though you might want to stick with the look, it distracts from the enormity of your nasal passages.'

Cheap. But Barney enjoyed it. And it had the bloke looking in the mirror.

'Out!' barked Barney.

As the pack rose, they could hear footsteps charging along the road towards them, and they all knew that these were footsteps which were not going to go running by. The barber shop was the hottest place in town. Barney turned, just as another man arrived, out of breath, clutching a notebook and a cardboard cup of decaf machiato, with a clip-on lid.

'Tommy Turner,' he said to Barney, 'the Express. Is this the weirdo freak shop with the psychotic slaughter-junky barbers and the vampire wolfman cleaner?'

The Parting Of The Waves

––––––––
Later that afternoon, once darkness had fallen, Barney and Igor ended up sneaking out the back door of the shop. The journalists had left the premises, but had not gone far. They had waited outside and nearby, as had a growing collection of the public. Word had got around about all the bizarre characters who worked in the freakshop.
While being concerned for his friends, Keanu was actually quite enjoying it, his main worry being that there was nothing terribly interesting about him that would allow him to live up to the others. He felt too normal. I need, he was thinking, to develop some sort of fake characteristic to keep the punters amused. There's nothing worse than being the normal one. You might as well change your name to Zeppo Marx and retire. Or invent that thing that Zeppo Marx invented, and make lots of money.

Keanu opened the shop door and stood on the step, looking out at the massed collective, creating the diversion that Barney and Igor needed in order to escape the flaming torch mob. He had no idea what he was going to say. Back of the mind thinking about Zeppo and what it was that he'd invented which had earned him his millions.

'Where's the serial killer and his deranged, deformed sidekick?' bellowed a voice from the throng, as they began to close in.

Keanu breathed deeply. This was it. His fifteen minutes. He'd tried the blog and not many people were reading. He'd applied for Big Brother and not got close. He'd auditioned for Pop Idol and been embarrassed. He'd written his screenplay and been ignored by Scottish Screen and quickly rejected by the BBC. But what really mattered more than anything else, more than talent or ability or confidence or balls, was luck. Here he was, in front of the nation's media, a curious public beside them, and it bore no relation to anything that he himself had achieved. A mysterious trawler, a brutal murder.

Luck.

'They'll be out in a minute,' he said. Which was true. If they weren't already out. Just not out front. 'They're prepping,' he added.

'And who are you?' came a voice from the back.

'Like, my name is Keanu MacPherson,' said Keanu, holding the palm of his hand up in the classic alien spaceman greeting. 'Agent MacPherson,' he added suddenly, having just thought of something cool.

The questions quickly rose to a great clamour. Agent? Agent of what? Death? FBI? God? MI5? Serious Crime Squad? Avon?

Keanu spent some time trying to quieten the crowd, as if he was refusing to answer until he was given some space. In fact, he had no idea what to say next. Agent?

The door next to the barbershop opened and DCI Frankenstein appeared, flanked by a couple of officers. A quick glance amongst the throng and he spotted the television cameras. Couldn't be too heavy-handed then. Keep it simple.

He had a commanding presence. Quickly the noise settled down, the tumult was extinguished, as they waited for the leading investigating officer to make a statement. The cars which were backed along the road, due to the fact that the crowd were spilled all over it, stopped beeping their horns. An uneasy silence descended.

Frankenstein suddenly felt very powerful. Maybe I don't have to say anything, he thought. Might be best, given that what comes out will inevitably be expletive-laced, which doesn't make anyone look good on TV. So he lifted his arms and signalled the opposite pavement, in a slow but dramatic movement. He repeated the gesture, and then, as the crowd started to file back he waved to the queue of cars to start moving along the road, which hurried the exodus to the other side of the street. The crowd spread out along the promenade and the public element of it at least, took the hint that the police were here and that nothing much else was going to happen, and started to disperse. It was dark and none of the day trippers really wanted to spend the night in Millport. It was time to get the boat back to the mainland.

The journalists hovered with intent, but they were getting to the stage of needing to write their stories up, and for all the silencing aspect of the police presence, there was still a great story that required little embellishment. Not that embellishment would be a stranger to the following morning's papers.

Frankenstein stood with his arms folded, watching as slowly even the reporters started to drift away, already scribbling in their notebooks. Proudfoot had come to the door to stand at his shoulder. She leant on the doorframe and watched the last of the swarm buzz quietly away into the night. And so, in a matter of a couple of minutes, the pavement across the road was as good as deserted.

'That was very impressive,' she said.

'Thank you.'

'I mean, that was like Moses or something. I don't want to give you a big head or anything, but that was just about the coolest thing I've ever seen.'

'You're taking the piss now.'

'No really, if that was in a movie, you'd be played by Paul Newman.'

'Fuck off, Sergeant.'

'I mean, usually, you're more of a Paul Giamatti.'

'I said fuck off.'

She smiled, took a last look at the dispersing multitude, and then turned back inside. Frankenstein looked along the road, feeling a strange sense of satisfaction, then he caught the eye of Keanu, still standing at the door.

'What the fuck are you looking at?' he said.

'That was my fifteen minutes,' said Keanu. 'We only get the one chance, and that was mine.'

'And I just pished all over it.'

'Like, yeah, you did.'

Frankenstein, feeling unusually empathetic, shrugged.

'They'll be back. You'll get another chance. And this time,' he said, 'you'll have time to come up with a better story than being Agent MacPherson.'

MacPherson looked a little sheepish and tried his best to hold Frankenstein's gaze.

'You heard that?'

Frankenstein looked at him for a while, shook his head, and turned back inside the incident room, muttering agent as he went. The two police constables who had flanked Frankenstein throughout, checked once more along the road, making sure that there were no journalists or members of the public going to attempt a pincer movement of some sort, then they followed the boss back inside.

Keanu MacPherson stared out to sea. The Marman clamp. A heavy duty, round metal clamp. That was Zeppo's gold at the end of his rainbow. The Marx Brothers never made any movies about that.

Himalayan Refuge

––––––––
Barney didn't head home. Knew enough about this kind of thing to realise that the journalistic throng would have found out where he lived and would more than likely move on from the shop, at some point in the evening, to lingering outside his house. The wolves were gathering.
He headed west, although that wasn't quite as dramatic a statement as it can be if you live in New York or Shanghai. On Cumbrae, there just weren't too many places to go, and although an obvious destination for him would have been the boat back to the mainland, he had no urge whatsoever to leave the island. He wasn't exactly sinking into some eastern philosophical way of thinking that everything was happening for a reason, and that it would all soon be explained. Nevertheless, his past was not so much catching up with him, it had left him behind and was waiting to ambush him around every corner. He had no desire to run and nowhere to go.

He walked out along West Bay Road. Reached the old Stewart Hotel, the first of the hotels out that way, and turned quickly into the driveway. He hadn't stayed here before, no need, but he was a regular for fish and chips and a pint of cider. That was what he needed now, although he realised that sitting in the dining room would attract someone's attention.

He walked into the hotel, stopped for a second to listen to the sound of the bar and the restaurant. A quiet night, but he had seen enough people through the window to know that he'd rather avoid having to go in. Andrew, the owner, portly, blond, balding, affable, appeared from the kitchen carrying three plates of beef and ale pie.

'Mr Thomson!' he said. 'Had a feeling we'd see you. Don't know why.'

'Have you got a room?' asked Barney quietly.

Andrew stopped for a second, nodded, and then walked quickly through to the restaurant. 'I'll be thirty seconds,' he threw over his shoulder.

Barney relaxed slightly and turned away. Stood idly, looking at the pictures on the lobby walls. The pose of many a man made to wait in a hotel. Millport Bay on a summer's day. A hare. A photograph of Millport from 1905, looking not entirely dissimilar to Millport 21st century.

Andrew appeared. Barney got sucked from his indistinct ruminations.

'Right, Mr Thomson, just let me get a couple of things. If you want to go upstairs, in case any more people come in. I'll get the key. You want a toothbrush, toothpaste?'

Barney nodded, feeling very grateful, then he turned and walked slowly up the stairs. A little surprised that there was still a room available, given the number of the press and police who had descended. Where were they all staying?

It was the largest hotel on the island, two old Victorian residences joined together. Upstairs there was a small landing, four doors off, a short corridor leading to a few more rooms, another flight of stairs to more rooms in the converted attic. Carpet of deep red, pictures of the sea on the walls.

Andrew appeared, clutching a key, a small bag and a newspaper under his arm. Barney's eyes went straight to the paper.

He stood back while the man opened the door to one of the large front rooms, big windows and a wonderful view out over the sea to Little Cumbrae. And the nuclear power station.

They walked into the room, Andrew closed the door behind them without turning on the light. The room was dark, shadows and orange light from the street lights outside.

'Why didn't you just leave the island?' said Andrew.

Barney walked to the window and looked across the road and the grass, out to sea.

'Ghosts,' he said. 'All sorts of ghosts. It doesn't matter where you are. They don't care if you're in Millport, in Scotland, on a plane, on a boat. What's the point of moving?'

Andrew didn't say anything. Barney stared out the window. Half expected to turn round and find that Andrew had vanished into the night. That would be in keeping with the rest of what was happening to him.

'How did you know I'd be coming?' he asked.

'Just had a feeling,' said Andrew, his voice low in the dark. 'And then I saw this, and I knew for certain.'

The bedside light clicked on behind him and Barney turned. A small lamp, he didn't need to squint into the light. Andrew was holding forward a copy of a newspaper. The Largs & Millport Chronicle, “Special Murder Edition.” There were only two paragraphs of writing on the front page, as the bulk of it was made up with the banner, sensationalist headline. Death Comes To Millport: Barbershop Murder-Junky Walks Amongst Us!

Barney looked at the headline for a full minute. He'd had headlines like this before, but most of them had washed over him. He'd been on the run, he'd been hiding, he hadn't needed to care. Now he'd finally made a life for himself in a small town, and everyone was going to know about it.

'There are sixteen pages,' said Andrew.

'All adverts as usual, I hope,' said Barney.

'No adverts, just large print.'

Barney smiled ruefully. Andrew realised that he was still holding the newspaper up, as if there were people in the audience who hadn't seen the cover, so he folded it up, laid it down on the bed and walked to the door.

'I presume you don't want to eat in the restaurant?'

Barney shook his head.

'I'll bring up fish & chips and a drink for you.'

It was a statement rather than an offer, and he immediately opened the door, walked out and closed it softly behind him. Barney stood for a second and then turned off the small bedside light, pulled up a comfy chair and sat at the window to look out at the early evening.

*** 

Later, as he sat at the small table eating his dinner, Barney looked through the newspaper. William Deco had done a thorough research job, working against a frantic deadline, to get his story out there before all the dailies the following morning. Barney might almost have been impressed, if it hadn't been for the fact that there was a sixteen-page newspaper special devoted just to him.

Barney Rising: How It All Started, And The Genesis Of A Perfect Executioner; Blame It On The Parent; The Massacre Of The Monks; Death Becomes Him; Bloodfest Barber And The Trail Of Annihilation; Dead No More! The Undead Zombie Barber Walks Again!; Cabinet Carnage, Who Was Really To Blame?; If You See This Man, Don't Let Him Near You With A Pair Of Scissors; Barbershop Murder Addict Signs Mad Hungarian Hunchback To Death Squad.

Barney started reading a couple of the articles as he ate his dinner. However, for all of the man's thorough research, very little of what he read even remotely approximated to the truth, and he quickly tired of it. And so, not long after he'd finished eating, and even though it was not late, he laid the newspaper down, turned off the light, slouched down in the window chair, and allowed the tiredness, which had built up through the stress of the day, to wash over him and cover him in a deep, deep sleep.

The Worst Of Ghosts

––––––––
Bernard and the Dog With No Name waited by the makeshift trawler out by Farland Point, eating snacks and hoping that the killer would arrive. They talked lightly of food they had eaten, sandwiches they had made, restaurants they had demolished and snacks they had invented, such as the peanut butter and onion jelly brioche. They looked at the sea and felt cold and glad that they'd been able to get the fire going. And they waited for the killer, part of them hoping that he would turn up, so that they could get on with solving the case, part of them hoping that there would be no Trawler Fiend and no Incredible Captain Death, because the concept of a Trawler Fiend or an Incredible Captain Death who chopped the heads off old ladies was not a comforting one.
They waited and they waited. But they waited in vain.

Meanwhile Fred, Selma and Deirdre were back at the small apartment they had appropriated for the duration of their investigation, having outrageously wild three-in-a-bed sex.

*** 

Detective Chief Inspector Frank Frankenstein stood at the window of the police incident room, looking out at the dark of night, across the white promenade wall, to the lights on the mainland. Glanced over his shoulder, took in the fact that the room had mostly been cleared. The bulk of the extra police squad had returned to the mainland. Only a couple of constables were left, the guys who would man the cell for the night. Proudfoot was also still there, sitting in a corner, trawling through old Barney Thomson files. She still hadn't discussed him with Frankenstein, and remained unaware that the two had had a chat by the graveyard.

'Walk with me, Sergeant,' said Frankenstein suddenly.

Proudfoot looked up from the PC, took a moment, sensed that there was something coming in this chat, and shut the computer down.

Jackets on, the two of them walked out into the night. Frankenstein turned to the right, to the pub Proudfoot presumed, and she fell in beside him. He fiddled a cigarette from his pocket and lit up. They walked in silence for a while, along the front and on into Crichton Street. The pub had been bypassed, and she realised that this was a general mooch about town discussing the facts. For some reason she began to feel uncomfortable with the silence.

'That's really gross, you know,' she said.

He glanced at her. Blew smoke out the corner of his mouth.

'Selfish,' she added. 'If you want to smell repugnant and kill yourself, it's your shout, but to do it to everyone else.'

'Are you all right?' he said.

'My uncle used to compare it to a vote in an election,' she went on. Babbling. 'Does it make any difference if some guy blows smoke in your face? Not really. But enough people blow smoke in your face, you'll get lung cancer. You know, if one person votes...'

'What happened to your uncle?' said Frankenstein, cutting her off. 'Died of lung cancer?'

'Moved to Canada, runs a chain of Vietnamese restaurants in Vancouver,' she replied.

Frankenstein looked at her strangely, confused. Never understood women. Had a soft spot for Proudfoot, so was more likely to put up with her crap than anyone else's.

'You want me to put this out?' he said.

'Sure,' she replied, surprised.

He dropped the cigarette in front of him and stood on it as he walked.

'Now maybe we can talk about Barney Thomson,' he said.

She nodded, thrust her hands deeper into her pockets.

'The sensationalist mince of the press notwithstanding,' said Frankenstein, who had cast a hurried eye over the murder edition special of the Largs & Millport Chronicle, 'we do need to consider his presence on the island when there's all this bad shit happening.'

She still didn't say anything. Like others before her, her husband the ex-DCI Mulholland included, Proudfoot thought Barney incapable of murder, and would be marked down as last suspect on the list of every investigation. All coincidences aside. And there had been a lot of coincidences.

'So, did you have a nice chat with him today?' asked Frankenstein.

'How d'you know we talked?'

'I'm a police officer. I know things. It's my job.'

Round the bay, they passed the police station. Could see Gainsborough inside, looking at some papers. Vaguely wondered what he was doing, but the local policeman had been mostly removed from the investigation and allowed to content himself with whatever it was that local policemen did on these islands in the long, bleak winter months.

'Barney's got nothing to do with it,' she said. 'He's harmless. Kind of different from how I remember him, but he's not a killer.'

'Why different?'

They passed the bay, headed along the road out of town, the road that would take them past the Stewart Hotel, where Barney already slept.

'Seems more self-assured. He used to be bumbling, incompetent, wretchedly lacking in confidence. Dour. Nothing attractive about him whatsoever. Now, there's more of the Sean Connery about him. He's been around, I guess. Come through it all, come out the other side, sanity intact.'

'What makes you, or him, think that he's on the other side?'

'Fair point. And then there's the possibility that he's not Barney Thomson at all. Barney Thomson died at the foot of a cliff, so how come I was sitting having a coffee with him this morning?'

'Different guy would explain the different personality. So maybe he is someone claiming to be Barney Thomson, when in fact he's just some former spotty bore who didn't have a life of his own, so he took on someone else's.'

'I don't think it's that. I'm guessing that he thinks he's Barney Thomson, and doesn't think he's ever been anyone else in the past.'

'So?'

'Haven't a clue,' she said. 'But I don't think it's anything that we're going to get an answer to. I guess we could talk to him again, might as well take the time to establish his movements the past few days. Even then, I'm not sure what we'll do if we get suspicious.'

'You read that stupid newspaper tonight?'

'Yeah.'

'There'll be more of that tomorrow. We might have to bring him in just to save him from the crowd.'

'So where are we going?'

'To be honest, Sergeant, I'm not entirely sure. The investigation is quickly sinking into a quagmire of bloody confusion.'

'I meant, now, where are we going right now?'

'Ah. To see Stan Koppen.'

They were passing the Millerston, the second of the hotels out that way. They glanced in, could see a few people in the bar, could smell the food. He checked his watch.

'Maybe we'll stop in there on the way back,' he muttered, although he doubted they would have the time.

'I've been wondering why we hadn't gone to see him yet,' said Proudfoot.'

'Thought I'd let him stew. Let his defences drop. To be honest, he may be prime suspect material, but I don't think he'd be that stupid. So, I really don't think the guy is going to have gone anywhere. As soon as he heard about the old bird, his defensive wall would have shot up, but now he's had a day to relax again. Probably thinks he's clear for today, and when we get round there he'll be slumped on the sofa, watching porn and pulling his pudding.'

They walked on in silence, just another couple of hundred yards along the road. As they turned the corner, the wind drilled into them with greater force, and they both pulled their coats in more tightly. The hills of Arran were clear of cloud for once, etched against the dark sky.

They could hear music from the Westbourne as they walked by. The blinds were drawn; they couldn't see inside. Avril Lavigne's Happy Ending. Reminded Proudfoot of a walking holiday she and Mulholland had taken in Switzerland. A genuine happy ending, unlike poor young Avril and her tale of Shakespearean betrayal.

They reached the small semi-circle of cabins. No lights on in any of them. He glanced at her, wondering if his instinct was going to prove to be inaccurate. Should it be the case that Stan Koppen had fled the island, taken the forty minute trip up the road to the airport, and was already somewhere in middle America on the run, he was going to feel very stupid. He was a confident man, full of hubris and brusque poise, but there's no one, not even the most self-assured, who does not have moments, however fleeting, of testicle-crushing fear and doubt.

'Probably watching some sicko-pervo-porn with the lights off,' said Proudfoot, feeling the same fear as Frankenstein.

They came to the door. Frankenstein knocked loudly.

'Sicko-pervo-porn?' he said. 'Is that an actual genre?'

His mind running through the possibilities. Telling the chief superintendent. Telling the press. Waiting for the full details to get out. They had interviewed him the night before because of a tip-off. The person who had made the tip-off had been brutally murdered. They then took another twelve hours to go to interview him again, before finding out he was gone and issuing the nationwide alert. It was a job-endingly cataclysmic scenario. Suddenly the assurance he'd had about toying with Koppen, leaving it rest for the day, seemed unbelievably foolish. Five minutes earlier he had explained himself to Proudfoot and it had sounded sensible as it crossed his lips. And now, now his stomach curled as he contemplated the end of his career.

He knocked again, harder, some of the desperation in him finding its way into the pounding of his fist.

'Kick the door in,' said Proudfoot. 'He's...' and she let the sentence drift off. No point in stating the obvious.

Leg up, heel out, Frankenstein booted hard at the handle and the slight wooden door flew open. Hand in first to the light switch, and they walked quickly into the small main room of the cabin.

Frankenstein's jaw set in stone. Proudfoot would later tell her husband that she had felt a palpable weakening of the knees, a reaction out of a book or a film. She leant against the door and quickly turned away, after her eyes had absorbed the full horror of the scene before them.

*** 

'Kingly conclaves stern and cold, where blood with guilt is bought and sold...'

Barney Thomson stirred. Still slumped in his seat by the window, finally being roused from a deep sleep. The voice seemed to be part of a dream, but a dream which woke him up.

'You can never escape guilt, my old friend, it's always there.'

He sat up in his chair, looking out of the window. Saw the reflection in the glass and turned. The monk was sitting on the bed. Barney felt no fear, no awareness of the supernatural. Still dreaming. A waking dream, perhaps, but a dream.

'I'm dreaming,' he said.

The monk smiled and leant forward, holding out his hand. Barney stared it at suspiciously, and then finally leant forward and shook it. A firm grip.

'Feel real enough?' said the monk, smiling, and he clasped his left hand on top of Barney's right, to make the handshake even warmer. 'Good to see you again, old buddy.'

Barney detached himself from the conviviality of the impossible handshake and leant back. Only a vague feeling of uneasiness. More curiosity.

'I killed you,' said Barney. 'On the snow near Durness. I saw you dead, Brother Steven.'

'You died too, buddy,' said Steven. 'Bottom of a cliff. Everyone says so. Yet you're sitting here in front of me as clear as I'm sitting in front of you.'

Barney made a small movement of his hand. Couldn't explain that either.

'So, if we're both dead...?'

'Nobody's saying that anyone's dead, my friend. The finality of death is over-estimated.'

Steven smiled, then he stood up and walked to the window. And now that he was standing up straight, his robes unfurled, Barney could see the red marks in the area of the stomach, and in the back. The marks where the bullet had entered and travelled through his body and out the other side.

'Good view of the power station,' said Steven. 'Doesn't matter where you are in this town, you can see it. It's kind of ominous, don't you think? Got that whole, portending doom bag, like you're just waiting for it to go up. Waiting for the rumble, the accident, and then the whole of the west of Scotland is blanketed in deforming radioactive gloom for decades and centuries.'

He looked down at Barney, noticed that he was staring at the gunshot wounds.

'Some say that everything portends, everything foreshadows. You can watch cherry blossom slowly emerge on a spring morning, and from that draw a prophesy for the world.'

Barney was still trying to extract something from this bizarre encounter. This wasn't guilt. He had no guilt about his part in the death of Brother Steven. It had been an out and out accident, and came only after Brother Steven had gone on a deranged murder spree and was in the process of trying to kill Barney. No guilt.

'This is not just about guilt, my friend,' said Steven. 'There's worse than that in the ultimate reckoning we must all face before God.'

Barney looked up into his face. There was a knock at the door. He turned, the knock seeming to have been against his skull. A dull thud.

'Come in,' he said.

The door opened, and Andrew poked his head round the door.

'Everything OK, Mr Thomson? Just up to collect your plate.'

Barney stared at him, then turned back to the window. Brother Steven was gone.

Of course Brother Steven was gone. Brother Steven was dead. Brother Steven had never been there.

'Aye, it was great, thanks. Sorry, I should have put the plate out on the landing.'

'Ach, don't bother yourself, Mr Thomson.'

And as Andrew came fully into the room to lift the plate and the glass, Barney rubbed the palm of his hand, where he could still feel the firm grasp of Brother Steven.

Scenes Of Crime Fantastic Five (SOCFF)

––––––––
The wolves had gathered. The police had been mobilised, and another boatload had been brought back across from the mainland, dragged from comfortable evenings in front of the television or down the pub.
Frankenstein's strongest emotion, on discovering the decapitated head of Stan Koppen, had been relief. He would still face questions on why he had not visited this house earlier in the day, but at least it wasn't as bad as the man having done an OJ Simpson, and Frankenstein being hung out to dry.

The body of Koppen had been left sitting upright on the sofa. His head had been severed with a very sharp instrument and left sitting on top of the television. The blood which had run down the television screen had long since hardened, and the sicko-pervo-porn which had been running on a continuous loop, had been playing behind a screen of drip-dried red. The colour of sun-roasted tomatoes.

The pathologist, Dr Trio Semester, had come down from Glasgow, himself sucked from watching an episode of Midsomer Murders, a show he clung to out of loyalty to Bergerac. He had made his initial examination, and was on the point of allowing the head and body to be bagged up. Frankenstein was waiting for a chat. Proudfoot was outside, sitting on the steps of one of the other cabins, looking out over the cruel, black sea.

Semester removed his rubber gloves with a satisfying smack, placed them in the makeshift forensic bin, closed his bag, and wandered over to stand beside Frankenstein, who had watched over him for the previous forty minutes. The two men stared at each other. Semester shrugged.

'He's definitely dead,' he said.

Frankenstein laughed. Semester turned and looked over the crime scene.

'Too early to say the cause of death.'

Frankenstein laughed again.

'You're a sick bastard.'

'Thanks. Died a while ago. At least fourteen hours, maybe twenty. I'll let you know. Either way, it's probably too late to stick the head back on. I mean, they can do amazing things these days, but this...'

Frankenstein was still laughing. Clapped his hand on Semester's shoulder.

'Anything, apart from the obvious, that we should know about? Murder weapon?'

'Well,' said Semester, taking his time, because he rarely said anything without thinking carefully about it, even if it was a sick gag, 'I'd say we're looking for a guy with a sword. Or a very, very big axe. Same as your other headless wonder along the road.'

Frankenstein folded his arms and looked into Koppen's dead eyes.

'You think we're in Highlander territory?' he said seriously.

'Immortals, there can be only one, all that kind of thing?'

'Yeah. I mean, not actual immortals, just someone who watched the movie twenty years after everyone else, and has decided to have a go at it himself.'

Semester nodded at the possibility then patted Frankenstein on the shoulder. 'There's weirder shit than that in the world,' he said.

He walked past Frankenstein to the door, stopped at the step.

'I'll get on with it now, if you can get the body up to the lab as quickly as possible. I'll get what I have to you first thing in the morning. Anything to save having to go home.'

Semester saluted and walked off into the night. Across the short driveway Proudfoot watched him go, watched the bustle of activity, and then caught Frankenstein's eye. They looked at each other for a while, Frankenstein wondering with the look if he was going to have to get a new sergeant for the job. Everyone knew the delicate balance that was the mind of Detective Sergeant Erin Proudfoot, and this was no longer an investigation into the mysterious disappearance of a couple of guys from a trawler. Suddenly, and unexpectedly, they had a serial killer on their hands. Twenty-four hours earlier they had been in an episode of Scooby Doo. Now they were in a Hannibal Lecter movie. In some ways, for him, that seemed more manageable. Which was not the case for Proudfoot.

A small van pulled to a stop at the bottom of the driveway. A couple of police constables on duty walked quickly over to it, as four people and a dog leapt out.

'Hey,' said the blond man at the head of the gang. 'MI6,' he quipped, flashing a card.

The policeman studied it with curiosity, and then looked round at Frankenstein. Frankenstein, while not exactly ecstatic at the arrival of the security services, waved them through. Fred, Bernard, Selma, Deirdre and the Dog With No Name came quickly up the driveway and bounded up the steps to the small cabin.

'The Incredible Captain Death?' said Fred with enthusiasm.

'What?' said Frankenstein looking incredulous, although he invariably looked incredulous at most things.

'The Incredible Captain Death has struck again?' said Fred. 'Another murder!'

'I, em...' he began, but was for once more or less speechless. So, instead of telling Fred to fuck right off, which he was disposed to do, he stood back and ushered the gang into the small front room of the cabin.

The four-people-and-a-dog collective walked in and stood hunched together in the middle of the room.

'Jeepers!' said Deirdre.

'Like, wow, man,' said Bernard, 'this guy's got no head!'

The Dog With No Name barked.

'Let's look for clues,' said Fred. 'There might be something here to point to the killer's true identity.'

He caught Frankenstein's eye, couldn't help but notice the continuing look of scepticism and wonder.

'It's all right, friend,' said Fred, 'there's always someone behind the mask.'

Frankenstein shook his head and turned away. Minced across the driveway and sat down on the step next to Proudfoot. She shuffled over, repositioning her forearms on her knees.

They looked out over the sea. They were spending a lot of time looking out over the sea, but nothing attracts the gaze of even the most hardened heart like a large body of water. They sat for a long time. Various police officers came and went. Forensics. Looking for clues. Like Fred and the gang.

'I'd be smoking by now,' said Frankenstein, 'but I'm not, so that I don't kill you. Or your uncle......I just wanted you to know.'

She smiled weakly, pulled her coat more closely to her. She was cold, sitting here so long in still silence.

Soon be Christmas, she thought. Six weeks. She and Mulholland were going to spend a couple of nights on Skye. Was she going to be in any mood for it now? This would take longer than six weeks to recover from.

'Who are those guys?' she asked. 'The ones with the dog. I wasn't listening.'

'MI6.'

'You're kidding?'

'MI6. I checked them out. Not that any cunt will tell me why they're here, sticking their noses into our investigation, but what the hell. If they help solve the crime so that we can get back to Glasgow, I'll take anything.'

'You must be desperate.'

'Sergeant, I'm getting that way. That was a sick weird guy who did that in there, as sick as the other one he did last night. Assuming we're only dealing with one guy, and it's too scary to think that there might be more than one of them in a wee place like this. I hate this. It's a shitty crime to be investigating. I hate it, I want off it, but I'm not so stupid as to want to be pulled. Which I might well have been had Koppen done a runner, rather than had his head lopped off. As it is, I'll still have some explaining to do when the Chief gets the full story.'

She had nothing to say. It was a horrible investigation, for all sorts of reasons. Sitting here staring out at the sea wasn't really helping anyone, but there had to be some amount of reflection in any case. Thoughts never became coherent if you didn't take the time to let them fall into place.

'They think there's a masked killer called The Incredible Captain Death,' said Frankenstein, and then he started to laugh.

'What? Who?'

'Four guys and a dog over there. They're calling the killer The Incredible Captain Death.'

'MI6? And they're calling the killer The Incredible Captain Death?'

Frankenstein was laughing harder. He nodded, started coughing. It was infectious, Proudfoot leant forward, hand running through her hair, a curious smile giving way to laughter. Cathartic laughter.

In the bushes across the road, the freelance photographer, who sold every photograph he took to Getty Images, was lurking in the bushes. He got a couple of good shots of the two principal investigating officers in the dark and sinister case of The Incredible Captain Death, besides themselves laughing. After taking the pictures, he stood up, still obscured by shrubbery and darkness, surveyed the crime scene, and decided that it was time to upload everything that he'd just done.

'That's a wrap,' he said to himself.

The Millport Dawn

––––––––
A sunny day, Barney woken by the light, the sun cutting across the room. He lay still for a long time, trying to piece everything together. Truth and imagination. Where he was and why he was lying in a strange bed. He remembered Brother Steven.
He finally sat up and looked out the window. The familiar view, the world was unchanging.

He noticed the pile of newspapers sitting on the table just inside the door and, draped over the armchair, a clean set of clothes. It was like he'd been unconscious in a Bond movie. Checked his watch. 7:45am. Hadn't missed much. Still forty-five minutes before he had to open the shop. If he was going to open the shop.

He slid out of bed and walked over to the newspapers. There was a small note placed on top from Andrew: Thought you might like to see these. Barney scrunched the note up and threw it into the bin, then looked at the front page of the Scotsman. Barber Surgeon Back With A Killer Bang. He started to read the report, but then moved the paper to the side and leafed quickly through the headlines in the other papers.

The Mail: He's A Killer All Right, But Is He Also An Illegal Immigrant?; The Herald: Hairdressing Fiend In LibDem Leadership Bid; The Sun: Amazing Sex Secrets of Barbershop Death Junky; The Express: MI6 Insider Claims Diana Still Dead!; The Mirror: Bloody Killer Mauls Next Victim, Trawler Heroes Feared Slain; The Times: “I Did It!” Bastard Killer Confesses All To The Times; The People: Police Laugh-a-thon As Death Toll Soars; The Independent: Mass Millport Slaughter Fails to Stem Planet Population Growth, World Running Out of Water; The Guardian: Guardian Re-Re-Launch Unaffected By Killer's Return; The Daily Record: Killer Barber In Incredible Captain Death Head Slash Thriller; The Telegraph: Unlucky Barber Once More Caught Up In Death Frenzy, Likely To Be Unfairly Persecuted.

Barney piled them up, turned away and walked to the window. The road outside was quiet. A few cars parked, none driving by. No pedestrians. A woman and a dog in amongst the long grass on the other side of the football field. A couple of kids on the charge across the grass, a smaller dog running wild between their legs.

After newspaper headlines like that you might expect to see a horde of expectant rumour desperadoes on the doorstep, Barney playing the part of Graham Chapman in The Life of Brian, standing naked at the window to find a crowd of hundreds at his feet. But there was no one. And that wouldn't be because there was no interest or there were no rumourmongers. Andrew had been as good as his word. Hadn't told a soul. Discretion was something rare, to be prized in this age.

Barney turned away from the window and went into the bathroom, removed his t-shirt and boxer shorts and stepped into a steaming hot shower.

*** 

Fifteen minutes later, as he got to the bottom of the stairs, Andrew appeared from the bar, as if on cue. The two men looked at each other for a second. Barney shrugged.

'I was just about to bring your breakfast up,' said Andrew. 'Thought you might need a full Scottish.'

'I appreciate it,' said Barney. 'When the ghosts are coming into your room at night, might as well get out there and face whatever tune is playing. Which way for breakfast?'

'Just into your left,' said Andrew, then he took a step closer and lowered his voice. 'A word of warning. There are three journalists in there, and someone else, I don't have a clue who it is. Watch him. The guy in the gorilla mask.'

Barney smiled curiously, patted Andrew appreciatively on the shoulder and walked through to the small breakfast room. It was the room directly below Barney's, and the sun was streaming straight in, making it bright and warm.

There were three people sitting at the table by the window, talking in low voices, although the room was small enough that everything was clear. Their topic of discussion appeared to be whether or not the legendary outlaw Barney Thomson was also The Incredible Captain Death. Or the Trawler Fiend. Three tables were empty. There was one other table, occupied by a lone figure, currently eating scrambled egg, bacon, mushrooms, two types of sausage and black pudding, with a full rack of toast and a teapot overflowing with abundance.

He glanced at Barney as he entered. He was wearing a grey jersey, light blue jeans. It was clearly a man, but his face was obscured by a full-head gorilla mask. The holes for the eyes and mouth were pronounced enough to allow good vision and space into which a full fried breakfast could easily be fitted.

Barney nodded at the guy in the mask. The masked head nodded back with, if Barney wasn't mistaken, a certain amount of panache.

'Barney,' it said.

Barney couldn't stop himself staring at it. He had become, he liked to think, a fairly cool guy over the years. Maybe not Sean Connery, as some claimed, maybe not Clint Eastwood, but reasonably cool. Val Kilmer in Tombstone, at the very least. However, the past few days, the visitations, the remembrances of his past, they had dented that cool. He was on edge. He no longer had the air of a man that women would be automatically drawn to. And he had become the kind of guy apt to stare at men in masks. Particularly when he was sure that he recognised the voice, even if he couldn't place it straight away.

'You look worried, Barney,' it said. 'Tired. You should get more sleep at night. Or maybe you can't. Can you sleep at night, Barney? After all that you've done and all you've got away with? Can you sleep at night, never having faced your reckoning?'

Barney tried to look through the mask, tried to place the voice, but there wasn't a single clear thought to be had in his head.

'We'll all be judged, Barney,' said the gorilla. 'You can't escape.'

'Who by?' said Barney, finally finding a voice. 'The courts? God? History?'

The gorilla carefully bit off the end of a long, round sausage. Barney could see the teeth behind the mask. Sharp points, like a pike or a barracuda. Felt the shiver of unease, a shiver that he was feeling more and more each day, as the incidence of ghosts escalated.

He forced himself to turn away and sit down at a small table. Looked down the room, caught the eye of one of the reporters sitting at the window table. The guy showed no sign of recognition and looked back at his coffee and toast.

'Humanity, Barney,' said the gorilla from behind the mask. 'The same as judges everything. Humanity. And we're a vindictive collection of bastards, aren't we? Not one of us quick to forgive. Not me, not Chris.'

Barney turned quickly, unable to stop himself. Wullie Henderson. But the gorilla was gone, the table at which he'd been sitting, completely deserted. Not a plate, not a sausage, not an egg, not a cup of coffee.

Barney's head twitched. He felt the shiver. He looked away. His eyes drifted past the window table, noticed that all three of them were looking at him, quickly averting their eyes when he turned in their direction.

Barney stared at them for a few seconds. Footsteps padded into the room. Barney turned again and caught Andrew's eye. Andrew was looking baffled.

'What happened to the guy in the gorilla mask?' he asked.

One of the journalists looked at him with curiosity. The other two ignored him.

'You saw him,' said Barney, a statement of fact. 'One of mine.'

'One of your ghosts?' said Andrew.

Barney nodded. Andrew laid the teapot on the table beside Barney, and placed the rack filled with three warm slices of toast in front of him. The table was already equipped with butter and marmalade, all that Barney would need.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'An old one. The one who started it all.'

He stared past the collective, out at the day. Lost in thought. Things didn't happen without reason.

'Can I get you a hot breakfast?' asked Andrew, slightly unnerved by the disappearing guy in the mask – he'd thought it had been the Daily Express journalist from room number six – but didn't like to display any sign of anxiety to the customer.

Somehow the question found a way in.

'Two fried eggs, bacon,' said Barney.

Andrew nodded. He glanced at the other table to ascertain whether more toast was required, and then turned quietly away and out of the breakfast room.

Barney sat in silence. The three journalists had fallen into tranquillity. A soporific calm, born of the morning and the food and the warmth of the sun. A melancholic calm. A car drove past, but somehow even that seemed muted and lethargic, a fleeting nod in the direction of a life outside the walls of the room.

Barney buttered a piece of toast, the sound of the crunching knife filling the room. One of the reporters heard the crunch, reached for some toast, and discovered a minute after Andrew had gone that more was required.

He caught the eye of one of the others at the table, then the three of them shared a look. But they weren't thinking about toast.

Sometimes they work in packs, sometimes as individuals against the rest. This was a tailor-made pack situation.

'You're not Barney Thomson, are you?' said the guy sitting nearest to Barney.

Barney looked up, having had his head down, immersed in thought and food and a cup of tea.

'Who are you?' he asked brusquely. Already defensive, even though he told himself that defensive was not going to help him in this situation. If anything, it would make matters much worse.

'Evan Blikla,' he said. 'Daily Telegraph. I mean, I'm freelance now, but you know how it is. They laid me off, now they pay me per article, and of course it costs them much more and I earn a lot more. Suits me. These other guys are more or less the same. It's how it works these days.'

'Why did you feel the need to tell me all of that?' asked Barney.

'Background information,' said Evan Blikla. 'Seriously, you're Barney Thomson, the serial killer?'

'I'm Barney Thomson, the bloke,' said Barney. 'I've never killed a cereal in my life.'

'Have you been questioned by the police in relation to the two murders on the island?'

'Two murders?' said Barney. 'Does that include the dead crew member of the trawler?'

There was a moment's hesitation from the three, and then one of them pointed his pen at Barney, a pen which he had produced from nowhere, along with a notebook. In order to write down one word in every three, before rearranging those words into an order of his choosing.

'Smooth, Barney,' he said. 'Almost as if you're not responsible.'

'Were you abused as a child?'

'Do you see yourself as some sort of avenging angel of God?'

'What's your favourite part? The look on their face just before they realise you're going to strike them down, or the first scream of agony, torture and despair, and the realisation of inevitable death?'

'When you disappear for years at a time, do you go to Darfur and the Congo and that kind of place, where you can kill at will, and you just blend in with everyone else?'

'I've been authorised by my newspaper to offer you eighty-five thousand dollars for exclusive rights to your story.'

'Don't even think about it, we can go to ninety-five.'

'Name your price,' said the third.

Footsteps in the doorway. Andrew was there, armed with a rack of toast and a fresh pot of tea. He looked sternly at the window table. The three members of the press corps looked sheepish, little kids standing in front of the headmaster.

'Are they bothering you, Mr Thomson?' he asked, without taking his eyes off them.

'Aye,' said Barney, 'but I can take it.'

Andrew looked harshly at each of the members of the journalists ring.

'I'll not give you your toast,' he said.

'Sorry,' said one of them in a small voice.

'Yeah, me too.'

The third one had been well versed by a succession of editors in never apologising. He nodded his head and stared at the floor. Andrew walked forward and placed the toast and tea on the table, then turned slowly, raising his eyebrows in a gesture of solidarity with Barney. Barney shrugged and smiled his appreciation.

Andrew left, but a word from a strong man was all that had been needed. Barney ate the rest of his breakfast in peace. However, once they had demolished the fresh toast, which didn't take long, the journalists dispersed and scurried away in search of electronic notebooks and laptops and a quiet place to take to their cell phones.

Raindrops Keep Falling On My Head

––––––––
Barney took to the hills behind the Stewart Hotel and cut along to his right, up amongst the gorse bushes, out of sight of the road below. Wearing a coat, the collar pulled up high, and a hat pulled low over his ears. A cold morning, but no harm in at least marginally disguising himself.
In no rush to get to the shop, but he had no intention of not going. It was time to face up to his next fifteen minutes in the sun. Get it over with and let them move on to the next poor sod. He came out up the farm road, just opposite the bowling green, intent on going down along Howard, right down the hill at Church, turn right at the bottom to the shop. A quick route. Knew that he was going to have to talk to the police this morning, and that in fact it might be better just to go straight there and get it over with, but he wanted to go to the shop first. Force his way through the crowds, if he could, speak to Keanu and Igor, sort out a few things, and then hand himself over to the police next door and see what became of him. Assuming the police would take him. Frankenstein did not seem the knee-jerk, jump-to-conclusions type.

He turned the corner onto Stuart Street, striding confidently. Wondering how many people would be waiting outside the shop, and determined to confront his fate head-on.

No one. Stuart Street was as busy, or as deserted, as it usually was at this time on any other morning in November. Barney felt the force of the wind and quickened his stride. He was trying to be cool, trying to be George Clooney, unsurprised by anything, but he seemed to be failing, literally at every turn.

He got to the shop some twenty minutes after opening time. He opened the door to find Igor sweeping up and Keanu cutting the hair of one of the town's old regulars, Ginger Rogers. Another of them, miserable old James McGuire, was waiting on the bench.

Barney closed the door behind him and looked curiously around the assembled company.

'You're here at last,' grumbled McGuire, not one to be short of a complaint. 'You don't think it's murder on my acute vertebral scolorium to be sitting on this bench? If you can call it a bench. It's more like two bits of wood stuck together with broken glass.'

'I'll be right with you, James,' said Barney, taking off his coat and hat. 'Quieter than I expected,' he said to Igor and Keanu.

'Arf!' exclaimed Igor, obviously surprised but pleased to see Barney.

'Spent the night at the Stewart, getting my head together. Not that I even remotely achieved my objective.'

'I got here just before eight,' said Keanu. 'Thought I'd open up before there was too much bedlam. I was too late of course. It was like nineteen eighty-five Madonna fever, you know. It was like the Beatles arriving in America. Except of course, I wasn't the Beatles, I was Gerry and the Pacemakers, and America didn't want to see me. So I got in here, a couple of folk came in feigning interest in getting their hair cut, but you know, mostly folk waited outside. Then, about fifteen minutes ago, word got around that there'd been another murder, and like, you know, like wham, they were gone, man. Totally gone.'

'I heard about that at the hotel,' said Barney. 'Old man Koppen. I don't know, it wasn't like he...'

'No!' said Ginger Rogers, bursting with information. Barney stopped what he'd started, which was gathering his tools together to cut the hair of McGuire.

'Oh, there you go,' said McGuire, 'give the man pause why don't you? As if I haven't been waiting long enough to get my hair cut. At this rate I'll be looking like Alice Cooper before I get anywhere near the barber's chair, and God knows what all that extra weight on my head will do to my neck muscles.'

'Who is it this time?' asked Barney, unconsciously reacting to McGuire by sorting out the comb and scissors and getting the cape ready.

'Ward Bracken,' said Keanu. 'Been dead a couple of days they say. Killed during the storm. Old Thomas Peterson just found the body this morning when he went round to borrow his TV. And you know what Peterson's like. That's him screwed for the rest of his puff.'

Barney let out a long sigh. Ward Bracken. Another of the ancient collective that made up the town, and now another one of them who was dead.

'Come on,' he said to McGuire, 'you're up.'

'I heard Bracken had had his head chopped off and put on top of the TV while he was watching porn,' said Ginger Rogers, with some relish.

'That was Koppen, you eejit!' exclaimed McGuire, as he took his place at the big chair. 'Bracken had had a small explosive device placed inside his ear that literally blew his head off.'

'Come on, fellas,' said Keanu, 'stop making stuff up.'

'Arf!'

'It's bad enough as it is,' said Keanu. 'Three dead, each with a beautiful clean cut of an axe.'

He hesitated and then decided not to say anything else. A gruesome moment, when he realised he was matter-of-factly discussing the grotesque, as if talking about the previous night's television. This was real, it was horrible and it was people they knew.

'Arf,' said Igor quietly, and he went back to sweeping the floor at the rear of the shop, his hunch seeming to drive him a little bit lower than he already was.

Barney started to cut the thin hair on the top of McGuire's head, the gentle click of the scissors now loud in a shop suddenly brought to silence. Barney had seen and heard too much of this in his life. Ginger Rogers felt slightly abashed, even though he had endless stories from the Ardennes in '44 which seemed to him to have some correlation with the horrific events now taking place in Millport. Keanu had sunk into sullen silence, recalling the fact that he had cut the hair of both of the male victims. This kind of strange event held no end of ghosts for Igor.

McGuire, however, was not so perturbed.

'Make sure you do a good job up there now. If you get sent off to prison, this is going to have to last me a long while.'

Barney caught his eye in the mirror. The door opened. He turned slowly, somehow having forgotten his mauling in that morning's press, expecting it to be just another old geezer wanting a Josh Lucas or a Leonardo.

Detective Sergeant Proudfoot closed the door behind her against the cold November wind. She looked at Barney and nodded sympathetically.

'It's time,' she said.

Barney stood back from his cut. Probably for the best, he thought, although he didn't think for a second that it was going to take him away from the weirdness which was now enveloping his every day.

'Typical,' said McGuire. 'Here I am, getting the best haircut I've probably ever had in my life, and along come the polis to completely mess it up. I'm shocked. I don't think I've ever been this amazed. Really, I'm stunned. I cannot believe that I'm sitting here and something bad has happened to me.'

Barney caught his eye in the mirror and silenced the sarcasm.

'Have I got time to finish cutting the miserable remnants of this gentleman's hair?' asked Barney.

McGuire gave him a look, but it was more dumb acceptance and acknowledgement of the remark, than insult.

'Your young friend there can finish him off,' she said. 'You'd better come now.'

Barney hesitated, scissors poised above the crusty old napper of James McGuire, and then he turned and laid down his implements and smiled at Keanu.

'He's all yours, son,' he said.

Barney washed his hands, dried them slowly, and put on his coat. He turned to look at his friends in the shop, realised that they were all watching him. Igor, Keanu, McGuire and Ginger Rogers. Watching him. Viewing the last acts of the condemned man. They had all read the papers that morning, mostly with a large bout of scepticism, but equally aware that a man cannot have that kind of public pillory heaped upon him without the police being seen to be doing something.

And as he got ready to go, not one of them in the shop felt for a second that Barney would ever be back.

Igor approached him, stood before him for a second. Wanted to hug the man, his friend. He had been grudgingly accepted in this town before, but Barney had been the first person to truly treat him as an equal. Not knowing what to do in this unfamiliar, emotional situation, Igor held out his hand. Barney shook it and smiled, and then pulled Igor towards him and embraced him.

'I'll be back soon enough, my friend,' he said. 'I haven't done anything wrong.'

He patted Igor on the back then disengaged. Could sense that there were tears in Igor and didn't want to put the man through that. He walked quickly to Keanu, shook his hand.

'You'll stay on until I get back?' he said.

'Of course.'

'Good. Igor's in charge, though, OK? I want no power struggle in my absence.'

He smiled at the joke. Keanu couldn't raise the smile to join him.

'Of course,' he said again.

Barney clapped him on the shoulder and moved away. He embraced the two customers with a quick look. Ginger Rogers was already thinking of the story he could tell around town, of the day they came to get Barney Thomson, a tale that was quickly becoming more Butch and Sundance than the mundane reality of this non-confrontation.

'See you guys,' he said. 'You're in good hands.'

'Take care,' said Ginger Rogers.

'Aye,' said McGuire. 'And watch you don't get shagged up the arse in prison. And watch they polis, bastards the lot of them.'

Barney clapped the old guy on the shoulder as he walked past him, then held out his hands in a gesture of capitulation to Proudfoot.

'Here,' said McGuire from behind him, determined that sentiment would not intrude into any part of his life, 'watch my collar bone, you know how much gyp it gives me.'

'Right,' said Barney, not hearing the last of the old man's complaints, 'I'm all yours.'

She stepped away from the door, opened it and ushered Barney out into the cold. He turned, looked once more around the small audience to his capture, nodded finally at Igor, a nod of reassurance, of determination that he would be back and that Igor should not be overly concerned, and then he stepped out the door, out onto the cold street and the bitter wind. She followed him, quickly closing the door behind.

He was expecting to be directed straight into the incident room next door. Instead she ushered him towards a police van which was parked immediately outside the room. A constable leapt from the van and opened the rear door for Proudfoot, who ushered Barney inside and then followed him.

The door slammed shut behind them, and Barney Thomson was, for the first time in his life, in police custody.

Part III

He Went Like One That Hath Been Stunned

––––––––
Back inside, the shop was empty. There were still four people in there, two customers, a barber and a deaf, mute hunchbacked sweeper-upper, but the spirit of the shop was gone, in a way that it hadn't been that morning before Barney had arrived. Now there was no expectation that he was about to turn up, no expectation in fact that he would ever be back. Something had died, and there were none of the four in the shop who did not feel it.
Igor leant on his brush and stood at the window, looking out across the white promenade wall, to the sea and the inscrutability of the waves. Keanu had returned to cutting the hair of Ginger Rogers in sullen silence, somehow feeling that his talents as a barber were strangely diminished, now that Barney was no longer there. Ginger Rogers looked at himself in the mirror, imagining the gun battle which had led to Barney's eventual arrest.

Old McGuire sat and stared at his reflection, trying to decide if the small mole on his chin was cancerous. He was, however, unnerved by the silence. He needed noise, even if it was just the sound of his own voice complaining about something.

'Think I might have early onset Alzheimer's,' he said, to break the melancholic tranquillity.

A pause. Igor did not turn. He had felt the vibrations, but did not need the conversation.

'Early onset?' said Ginger Rogers suddenly. 'You're ninety-one!'

'And the way my muscles are going I think I've got motor neurone coming on. And did you see that shite on the telly last night?'

*** 

DCI Frankenstein and Dr Trio Semester were attending the latest crime scene. Ward Bracken, relatively recent arrival to the town – at least in comparison with all the old fellas who'd been there since being sent home from Gallipoli with shell shock – and his decapitated head.

Frankenstein was standing at the window, looking out over the town and the sea. Had spent so much of the previous few days doing just this. Wondered if that was all the town's people did. If that was all anyone who lived by the sea did. You looked at it long enough, and eventually you felt like you had to go out on it. And then you became beholden to it and then you died. Did anyone live happily by the sea? Did it not always lead you on to wanting something you couldn't truly have?

'That you getting sucked in by the grey mass of moving water?' said Semester, approaching and following his gaze out past Little Cumbrae. 'You're not going to get all nautical on us and start quoting Coleridge, are you?'

'How does anyone ever get anything done here?' he said. 'It's like watching Armageddon.'

Semester glanced at him, curiously.

'You think the end of the world is going to be an ever-changing, yet ever-constant landscape, the same year after year after year?'

'I meant the movie with Bruce Willis and Ben Affleck.'

'Ah... Then I still don't get you.'

'You know, you've seen it ten times before. It's an OK movie, not the best, but OK. You're flicking through the channels, searching for something to watch for ten minutes before you go to bed, boom, you come across Armageddon with Bruce Willis and Ben Affleck. You think, this'll do for my ten minutes, and then you see Steve Buscemi and he makes you laugh, and you think, shit, I'd forgotten he was in it, he's pretty funny, and then wham, the next thing you know, it's an hour and a half later and you're still sitting there. Is the film any different from the previous fifty occasions you've seen it? No. But can you stop yourself looking? Not a chance.'

Semester smiled. He had picked up on the allusion after the first sentence, but had been quite happy to listen to Frankenstein unnecessarily explain himself in full.

'Aye,' he said eventually, 'I see what you mean. Like Casablanca.'

'Totally different,' said Frankenstein. 'Casablanca is acknowledged as one of the greatest films of all time. Of course you get sucked in by it when you stumble across it on the TV. But Armageddon. No one's putting that on their all-time list. If someone says to you, what's your favourite all-time movie, you don't even think about it. And yet, can you put it off? No way.'

Semester looked at a small cargo vessel, far out in the Clyde, the other side of Little Cumbrae, heading north and about to be obscured by the island.

'You want to hear about our headless friend here?' asked Semester, thinking that he might as well drag things back to the present, aware perhaps that he too could be sucked in to endlessly looking at the sea.

'Tell me about Stan Koppen first,' said Frankenstein.

He knew that Semester had worked through the night, and that he had already been on his way back down to the island when the news had come through of the discovery of a yet another two-day-old corpse.

'Well, to be honest, it would be telling you the same thing. A clean cut, both times. The woman as well. Same weapon each time, cut by the same hand. It wasn't a completely straight blade, so we're looking at a large axe head.'

'Definitely an axe?'

'Well, it wasn't a cucumber.'

Frankenstein snorted. 'How large an axe? Will you be able to pin it down? A brand?'

'What can I say? It wasn't small, not the type your Mr Average might have in his shed because he bought it once when it was on offer in B&Q. Something bigger.'

'Prints, identifying marks of any sort?'

'He entered by whatever means your guys will have established, he wore gloves, he chopped their heads off, he left. From what I hear, it doesn't look like he even had any blood on his shoes.'

'And this guy was definitely first of the three murders on the island?' said Frankenstein.

Semester nodded, walked over and gently kicked the leg.

'Feel that,' he said glibly. 'Stiff as a board. If I could get erections that stiff these days the wife would be a lot happier.'

'Nice,' said Frankenstein.

'This guy,' said Semester, 'during the storm some time. I'll try to pin that down a bit further, but don't get too excited waiting. Then Nelly Johnson the following night and Stan Koppen not long after. Could be the killer left old Nelly's house and went straight round to Stan's.'

Frankenstein walked past him, heading for the door. Time to get on with establishing some sort of mundane line of inquiry, time to get away from the decapitated heads.

'Let me know if you get anything else,' he threw over his shoulder.

'Sure,' said Semester, 'you let me know if there's anyone left alive on the island by the weekend.'

Frankenstein hesitated, smiled and then walked quickly out of the small house. As soon as he had stepped onto the short path he saw them, charging in through the front gate with unbridled enthusiasm.

'Jeepers, Detective Frankenstein,' said Selma, 'we heard there'd been another beheading.'

'Like, totally,' said Bernard. 'It's the Trawler Fiend again!'

'The Incredible Captain Death!' ejaculated Fred, pushing for his favourite serial killer appellation of the moment.

The gang of four and the dog stopped. Frankenstein looked around them all, not in the mood for their youthful enthusiasm. Not that he would have been able to imagine a time when he would ever have been in a mood for it.

'Just like the security services,' he said. 'Turn up after everyone else has done all the work.'

'We were looking for clues down at the boatyard,' said Fred.

'It was creepy!' said Bernard.

'Why do you people have to shout everything you say?' asked Frankenstein. 'Jesus, on you go. The pathologist is still in there. You'll like him, he performs his work to a laugh track.'

'Gee, thanks, Chief Inspector,' said Deirdre.

'You sure were a help,' said Fred, 'we're just going to go into the house and look for clues!'

Frankenstein waved a desultory hand as he opened the gate. Maybe, he was thinking, it was time to check with MI6 again, just to make sure.

On A Pale Afternoon

––––––––
Barney sat in a small room, on a chair at a desk, looking at a blank wall. There was a police constable standing by the door. A clock on the wall, the second hand ticking silently round. Occasionally he would turn and look at it, but only because it was there. He wasn't interested in the time.
He wasn't thinking about the future. No thoughts of where this might take him, the prison in which he might end up. He had wandered long and restlessly, and had never really known what it would take to allow him to settle. Now, maybe, this was it. His reckoning. Face up to the past, answer the questions, and then finally he might be able to find peace. Albeit, peace from inside a prison cell.

His list of crimes:

1. Manslaughter. Accidentally stabbing his boss Wullie Henderson in the chest with a pair of scissors.

2. Failing to report the crime. Rather than calling the police and confessing all, he'd bundled the body into the back of his car and taken it round to his mum's.

3. Failing to report his mother's crimes. On discovering that his mother had been a rabid serial killer, with a freezer stacked full of butchered bodies, he'd taken them all to a rubbish dump, rather than call the police. Or Channel 4. Such a pity that it had all happened before the current trend for reality TV.

4. More manslaughter. Accidentally killed his work colleague Chris by knocking him over with a broom. Probably more seriously, he had then set up Chris's flat to make it look like he had been the serial killer, rather than Barney's mum. As part of this nefarious plan, he had turfed Chris's body into a loch.

5. Another touch of manslaughter. While wrestling with Brother Steven – the Monastery Murderer – he had inadvertently shot the guy in the stomach. The fact that there had been two police officers in attendance who had witnessed this and then sent him on his way notwithstanding, it was still a charge that he would need to answer in court.

And that was more or less that. There had been other adventures, he had had the misfortune to stumble across murderers, weirdoes, crackpots and deranged psychopaths at every turn, but that had been his fate. Of the events that he could control or really would have to answer for, the list was short and several years in the past.

Crimes, however, always stuck around for a long time. And there was the possibility of him having to answer to no end of deeds for which he was not responsible.

Everything in life has a momentum. Sport, romance, relationships, family, business, travel, politics. Things stagnate, things build up speed, life goes on. Once something has a certain impetus behind it, then sometimes there can be no stopping it.

The door opened, footsteps. Barney looked up as the two chairs were pulled away from the desk opposite him. Frankenstein and Proudfoot. They sat down. They looked across at Barney.

Everyone stared at everyone else. The clock turned silently. Barney found himself looking up at it. Just because it was there.

'Constable,' said Frankenstein, 'you can leave us now. Note it down that I asked you to.'

The constable at the door, PC Harrington – who had been staring at the floor, bored and disinterested, thinking about Scarlett Johansson, working on the principle that since anything in life is possible, anything, there must be some way for him to meet her, and in a situation where she wasn't going to think that he was weird – snapped out of his torpor and looked at Frankenstein. He'd heard his voice, but the words hadn't gone in. Frankenstein wasn't familiar with Constable Harrington, therefore there was a little confusion.

'You want to stick to your post, Constable?' he said.

'What? Sir? Yes, I should stick to my post.'

'I'd like you to leave.'

'You want me to leave?'

'Jesus Christ, how hard is this? Constable, get out. Go and arrest someone.'

Constable Harrington finally got the hint, opened the door and stepped out into the corridor, not entirely sure what had just happened. And no nearer to meeting Scarlett Johansson.

The door closed. Frankenstein watched it for a second, then turned to Barney.

'The way I see it,' he said, 'we've got you on manslaughter, perverting the course of justice and obstruction. Probably a lot more besides, and that's just based on the things that we know are true. Then there are all the rumours and your possible involvement with no end of other murders. The fact that everywhere you go, people get killed. It's piling up.'

He paused. Stared across at Barney. Barney met his eye. Proudfoot looked at the table.

'How do you see it stacking up for you so far?' said Frankenstein.

Barney raised an eyebrow. Glanced at Proudfoot, looked back at the DCI.

'You think I'm going to confess to everything, with no lawyer contact and after you've sent the constable out?' said Barney. 'Is this where you leap up, grab my head and bang it off the table?'

Proudfoot smiled.

'Piss off,' said Frankenstein. 'You've been watching too much TV.'

Barney shrugged. Felt a little stupid about the remark. Frankenstein shook his head.

'I had you down for more intelligence than that,' he said.

'What do you want me to think so far?' said Barney. 'No phone call, no lawyer, no real reason to arrest me right now at this minute other than the fact that the press are all over me, and yet you bring me in.'

'I haven't arrested you,' said Frankenstein.

'So I can go?'

Frankenstein looked at Proudfoot, turned back to Barney. Held his hands out in a conciliatory gesture.

'Sure,' he said. 'If that's what you want to do.'

Barney stared ahead. His eyes met Frankenstein's, but they weren't looking at him. They were staring into dead space. Not even calculating the odds. Barney wasn't going anywhere and it seemed that everyone in the room knew it.

'But you don't, do you?' said Frankenstein, confirming Barney's thought. 'You've been on the run long enough. There's not many people happy who constantly wander. It's human nature to have somewhere to call home, even if it seems dull. We need dull in our lives, we need that monotonous constant, somewhere to go back to. To slow down or to pick back up, depending what the rest of our lives bring. But you, you don't have it, do you? You wander from place to place and you never find peace. Because that's what home is. Peace. And you don't have any.'

Proudfoot quickly glanced sideways at her boss. He liked to come across as thick-skinned, brusque. But he didn't just know Scooby Doo.

'I thought maybe it was Millport,' said Barney, aware that Frankenstein's one minute appreciation of the human spirit was luring him into conversation. Proudfoot may have had increasing regard for her DCI, but to Barney it was all a game. Given, however, that he had every intention of owning up to any genuine charges which were thrown his way, and that he didn't actually care whether or not that was done in front of a lawyer, it didn't seem to matter.

'What happened?'

Barney made a small gesture with his hands.

'The crew of a trawler went missing, an old woman got her head sliced off...'

'And so your ever decreasing circle went on...'

'So it seems.'

'Why Millport?' he asked quickly.

Barney wondered if Frankenstein thought that he was playing his prisoner, if he was going to walk out of there and say to his sergeant, 'That guy was putty. Putty!' However, he wasn't bothered by it, wasn't amused by it either. Things would pan out the way they were going to and at some point he would come out the other side. The only question was where that was going to be.

'Holidays forty years ago. Happy days. Saw the barbershop for sale in a Glasgow paper, came back to look, it felt like home.'

'Peace.'

'Peace.'

Frankenstein placed his hands on the table in a sudden gesture of finality. He leant forward, a panther poised to leap on his prey, although in this case it was a panther poised to walk out and leave his prey to it.

'Mr Thomson, I'll be honest. I haven't the faintest idea what to make of you. Or your weird life. Or the fact that you used to be dead, yet here you are and you appear to be who you say you are. And do I think you're responsible for the spate of deaths on the little island over there? Not for a second. You might be, I'm not ruling anything out, but if I was to put money on it, it wouldn't be you. Of course, the sad fact of this investigation so far is that I wouldn't even know where to begin placing my money. No real clues, no suspects. Apart from you. Which is why you're here. The press are all over you, they'd be all over me until I brought you in, as was my Superintendent this morning, demanding to know why you were still at large. So, that's why you're here. To protect you from yourself, or more accurately, to protect you from your reputation, deserved or otherwise. You've not been arrested, I'm not about to charge you with anything. I sense, however, that you might want to have a chat about your past. So, I'm going to leave you to talk to my sergeant, who I believe you know from your previous days of actual crime. She's going to tell me everything you tell her. We'll hold you here for a day or two, in the hope that...well, God knows. That we find the killer in the meantime? That the media forget about you? This is sticking plaster police work, I admit it. Seat of my pants. And I know, I know, I'm monologuing. I'm leaving, you two have a chat. I can't promise you that we won't charge you in connection with any of the previous stuff you did, and I can't promise you that we'll ever find you your peace that you've been searching for.'

He stood up, his words having been delivered at machine gun pace. He looked down at Proudfoot.

'Sergeant,' he said, and then he was gone, the door closed firmly behind him.

Barney looked across the desk at Proudfoot, who produced a notepad from her pocket and laid it on the desk.

'Where are we exactly?' asked Barney.

'Saltcoats,' said Proudfoot.

Barney smiled and nodded. Had never been to Saltcoats in all his years of holidays on the Clyde. Passed through it on the train, had looked out at the people and the cold beaches.

'No tape recorder?' he said.

'Really, Barney,' she said, 'this is so informal it's not happening. We don't want to get into charging you with all that crap from before if we can help it. You were dead, it's a shame we can't just leave it at that. So, no tape recorder. We'd get hung if we did that. Just a chat, a few notes, you tell me what you feel like telling me.'

Barney sat back, let out a sigh. Time to tell his story to a sympathetic audience. Trusted her completely, wasn't even too bothered if it turned out that he was wrong to do that. Looked round behind him to check if he'd missed the large two-way mirror that you always get in the movies.

'This is Saltcoats,' said Proudfoot, reading his mind.

He smiled. Looked into her eyes, read the genuine smile that was returned there. Old friends, it seemed, however odd that might have been.

'I worked in a shop,' he said suddenly, the story finally getting the chance to burst forth, 'me and two young guys. I was Jack Nicholson in About Schmidt. They were Bill and Ted...'

Bladestone

––––––––
Frankenstein sighed heavily. Turned away from the sea, the view that was beginning to bewitch him. He didn't like getting bewitched by anything. Usually it was women. Occasionally a TV series. But the sea? He needed to get back up to Glasgow, where maybe he could content himself with occasional glances at the river.
He was back on the island, back in Millport. Always going somewhere he'd already been. The place was so small, so few people, it didn't seem credible that so much carnage would happen and no one knew anything about it. And this was no horror movie small town, where all the villagers were sinister and obviously hiding a dark secret. They had small town sensibilities, sure enough, but there was nothing sinister about them. They were making their presumptions that there was a reason each of the people had been murdered, and if they themselves did not feel that they were in the firing line, then it didn't affect them and it didn't cause them any fear. Just curiosity. Something to talk about, which was unexpected in this place in late autumn.

And so Frankenstein was baffled. And he no more liked being baffled than he liked being bewitched.

He was walking past the football pitch. Glanced round at the Stewart Hotel, could see a couple of journalists sitting in the bar. Unconsciously pulled up the collar of his coat and hoped they wouldn't notice him. They'd be along for the ride in a shot, reality TV on their doorstep.

Walked on, turned left off the main road and down the short track to the boat yard. Creaked open the gate and walked inside, past the main building and into the centre of the yard, in amongst the few yachts and small vessels which still came here for the winter.

There was no one around, no one working on any of the boats, even though most of them were under some kind of repair, and all of them had been battered around by the severity of the recent storm. He turned full circle, counting. Seventeen boats in all, that was it. Not much of a yard. Nothing substantial, nothing even as large as the trawler the Bitter Wind. Presumably the individual boat owners hadn't had time yet to come down and check. Maybe they wouldn't until the spring now. Maybe that was why they paid to be in a boat yard, so that the yard master could take care of all that kind of thing. Frankenstein stood there realising that he knew nothing about boats, or the yards, or the people who went out in the boats.

There were a couple of thirty-five foot yachts, a few smaller yachts. A number of small motor boats of various types, wooden and plastic. Frankenstein had no feel for this kind of thing at all. Decided, immediately, that he would have to find someone from amongst the police investigation team with more than basic knowledge of this stuff, and then come back here with him.

He shook his head at the thought of the Bitter Wind. He had almost forgotten about the Bitter Wind and the missing trawlermen. So much more recent death and bloody murder, that he had lost sight of working out how to find the two men who could possibly still be alive. Not that he thought for a second that they were.

'Who the fuck are you?'

The voice barked at him from behind.

Frankenstein turned, confronted by a middle-aged man wiping his dirty hands in a rag, walking towards him, all Wellington boots and hole-filled woollen jumper.

Oh my god, thought Frankenstein, a walking cliché. He whipped his badge from his pocket.

'DCI Frankenstein,' he said. 'Just taking a look around. You're Mr Cudge Bladestone, I take it? You fit the bill.'

'I've had enough of you people,' said Bladestone. 'Two lots of incompetent constables round asking the same questions, and then that bunch of meddling kids this morning. Wish you'd all just fuck off and let me get on with my job. What do you want? Frankenstein for fuck's sake. You made that up.'

Frankenstein smiled. It was so much easier to deal with people who were this upfront. Artifice and sophistry were for other police officers to handle. Much better to deal with plain thuggery, rudeness or stupidity.

'I can't account for the meddling kids...' he began.

'MI6 they said they were,' said Bladestone, 'but they were just a bunch of spotty little shitheads if you ask me.'

'Oh, they're MI6 all right, but I can't argue with you about their meddling. Any chance you'd tell me what kind of questions they were asking?'

Bladestone barked out a laugh.

'Cheeky cunt!' he erupted. 'No. Now piss off!'

Frankenstein turned away abruptly and started walking around the boats, looking them up and down, trying to get a feel for them. A feel for the sea, a feel for the people who took to it. Although these boats weren't the boats of people who took to the sea every day, the sort of people whose skin he needed to get under.

'There can't be many people left on the island currently involved in the fishing business. Or who were involved in it in the past,' he said, running his hand down the side of an old wooden yacht, paint crumbling beneath his fingers. Rapped his knuckles against the wood.

No reply. He turned and looked at Bladestone, who was watching him from under dark eyebrows, gravely stitched together in the middle.

Bladestone was well aware of the relationship between those who had been murdered, as well as their connection with the Bitter Wind. He now lived in fear, haunted by the darkness of night, every noise making him glance over his shoulder. He imagined honour amongst thieves however, thinking that the darkness came from outwith the small collective which had been meeting once a month in the room above the Incidental Mermaid on Cardiff Street.

'You ever work on a trawler?' asked Frankenstein.

Bladestone growled and turned away. Walked over to another boat, a plastic twenty-foot yacht, and started straightening out the tarpaulin which covered the deck. Frankenstein continued his inspection of the wooden hull, tapping every now and again, wondering at the sounds, the differing qualities of the wood.

'It seems to me,' he went on, 'that anyone on this island who ever worked in the fishing business, might be a wee bit worried about this flurry of gruesome murders.'

'I've got nothing to concern me,' said Bladestone resolutely. 'I've never done anything other than a hard day's work. I've never double-crossed anyone, never done anyone any harm.'

'Very honourable.'

Bladestone growled. Tugged harder at the tarpaulin, as he moved around the boat. Water splashed off the top.

'So, if this killer comes calling, you'll offer him a cup of tea and establish that you mean him no harm?'

'Aye, well, let's just say that I don't think any killer will be paying me a call.'

'How can you be so sure?'

Bladestone pulled at the last ripple of canvas, then turned to face Frankenstein.

'Believe me,' he said, 'I don't doubt there's a killer out there, not for one minute. The evidence is mounting up. But it's just some guy in a mask, and there's nobody in a mask got any business with Cudge Bladestone.'

'Aye, and why would he put a mask on?' said Frankenstein. 'No one's ever seen him. He turns up at someone's house, he takes the head off, he vanishes. Doesn't seem to matter if the person who he's killing gets to see his face.'

'And how d'you know that no one's seen him? Have you asked?'

Bladestone moved over to the next boat in line and began to check the bindings on the tarpaulin. Frankenstein watched him, thinking that he was fighting a battle that he was never going to win. Not with Cudge Bladestone. Not yet, at any rate.

'Who repairs all the storm damage to the boats?' he asked.

'Up to the owners,' Bladestone barked in reply. 'Course, if they want me to do it, and most of them do, they have to pay me.'

'The storm was good for business then?' quipped Frankenstein. Bladestone turned quickly.

'You accusing me of starting the storm now? You think I'm a fucking X-Man?'

'Whatever,' said Frankenstein, and he waved his hand. The pleasure of his rude bluntness was wearing off. Frankenstein moved on to a plastic boat, tapped the hull, heard the difference in sound and quality.

I'd have a wooden boat, he thought to himself. A thought quickly followed by self-loathing that he had even considered the notion, however slightly, of having a boat at all.

'Anything in the yard, any shipping tool, that could be used to cut someone's head off, you know, with one clean swipe. Not a saw or anything. Any piece of equipment that could be used like a scythe?'

Bladestone hesitated, rested his hands on the side of the boat. Turned slowly, eyes staring straight at Frankenstein.

'Yes,' he said, 'as a matter of fact there is. Would you like me to demonstrate it for you?'

'As a matter of fact,' said Frankenstein, 'no, I wouldn't. None of your crap. Just show me.'

Bladestone walked forward, staring at the ground now, shaking his head, annoyed that he had made the gallus demonstration offer, when he was now going to have to look stupid.

'Can't,' he said harshly. 'Come here.'

He beckoned Frankenstein onwards and the policeman fell in behind. They came into a small, dark workshop. Every inch of space, on the worktops and the floor and the walls, was filled with stuff. Pieces of boat, pieces of wood, tools, nails, screws, instruments, hammers, paint pots. Frankenstein had to watch where he put his feet.

'I had an axe,' he said, 'kept it hanging there.' He pointed at the place on the wall, and sure enough there was a clean mark where the axe had hung, unused, for year after year. A huge axe. 'Nothing fancy, but big. You can see the mark. Didn't really need it, but I got it one year on offer in B&Q.'

'What happened to it?' said Frankenstein, easily managing to keep the smile off his face.

'Went missing about a week ago,' said Bladestone. 'Total bastard. Been a while since I was that pissed off.'

'Did you report it?'

'Who to? Gainsborough? Chocolate teapot material if ever there was.'

'Did you tell anyone?'

Bladestone looked dismissively at Frankenstein.

'Are you about to ask me what I was doing between the hours of seven and nine on the twenty-fifth?' he said mockingly.

'Christ, you're funny. Did you tell anyone about the axe being taken?'

'No,' said Bladestone, 'I didn't.'

'So, if it turns out that any of these people have been killed by your axe, or an axe like it, you expect me to believe you and to pin the blame on someone other than you?'

'I expect nothing from you people, although it would be nice to be left alone.'

'Was anything else stolen?'

Bladestone breathed deeply, leaning back against the worktop. His backside bumped a can of oil, which toppled over. There was nothing in it to spill.

'A couple of tarpaulins, some rope. A winch. The axe, that was about it. But then, does it look like I keep an inventory? They probably took some other stuff, who knows?'

'And you didn't report this because, what?...'

'Because,' said Bladestone, straightening up and making himself more forceful before Frankenstein, 'the police on this island are useless, that's why. I wouldn't waste my time, that's all. Nothing sinister, nothing suspicious. You can read something interesting into it if you want, but that's your shout and your time you'll be wasting. Suit yourself. Now, would you please, pretty please with sugar on it, just fuck off out of my boatyard and let me get on with some work. There's a lot of damage still to be repaired after that magical storm I whipped up out of thin air.'

A hard stare across the workshop, then Bladestone walked back outside, storming past Frankenstein, finally deciding that he didn't care what the policeman did.

Frankenstein followed him outside, stopped, took a last look around the yard. Another small building, a shady green door.

'What's in there?' he said to Bladestone's back.

Bladestone turned and followed Frankenstein's gaze.

'None of your fucking business,' he said. 'You can have a look if you've got a warrant, but I presume you don't, so once more, if you'd finally like to pay attention to me, just fuck off.'

He turned away again. Frankenstein looked at the door, one last look around the yard. He would be back, warrant or not.

'One last thing,' he said, 'before you selflessly go and attend to other peoples' problems.'

Bladestone stopped. Didn't turn this time. Frankenstein realised that what he was about to ask was incredibly childish, but he had to know. Even if the chances of Bladestone answering him were virtually nil.

'Did you tell the MI6 guys about the axe theft?'

Deputy Dawg

––––––––
Fred and the gang were down by the rocks at West Bay. Looking out over the sea to Little Cumbrae, Arran and Bute. Could see Kilchattan Bay. Mid-afternoon, they were eating a sandwich and chewing the fat. They had plundered the stocks of the Ritz Café, and were now tossing the pigskin of investigation around and seeing if they could catch anything in the endzone. Fred, Selma and Deirdre were eating a fairly plain cheese, ham, lettuce and tomato on brown bread. Bernard and the Dog With No Name were sharing a sixteen-decker, ham, bacon, fried banana, peanut butter, chocolate chip, papaya, guava, blue cheese and Mars Bar deep fried sandwich. With extra mayo.
'Like, man,' said Bernard, through a mouthful of food, 'this is the spookiest case I've ever been on.'

'It sure is,' said Fred. 'We came here to investigate a diamond smuggling ring running out of Ireland and instead we end up with this creepy Incredible Captain Death mystery.'

'But I don't think there's any doubt they're connected,' said Selma. 'I'll bet three pigs to the dozen that sooner or later the killer will lead us to those missing diamonds.'

'If only we could catch sight of him,' said Fred. 'It feels like we're always one step behind him, arriving just after he's chopped someone's head off.'

'Like I don't think I'm bothered about that, eh, Dog With No Name?' said Bernard.

The Dog With No Name barked in agreement.

'Maybe it's time we pulled forces with the local law enforcement,' suggested Selma, dabbing at the corners of her mouth with a napkin.

'I'm not so sure,' said Fred. 'If ever there was a suspicious character, then DCI Frankenstein fits the bill.'

'He sure does have a weird name,' said Deirdre.

'Exactly,' said Fred. 'I've kind of got a feeling that when we find these diamonds and this killer, and it comes time to pull the mask off some bad guy's head, I wouldn't be completely surprised if it wasn't DCI Frankenstein under the latex.'

'What we need are clues,' said Selma.

'Exactly,' said Fred. 'And I think I might just have a plan.'

'Uh-oh,' said Bernard, cramming the last of the sandwich into his mouth, 'I don't like the sound of that.'

The Dog With No Name barked. Fred stood up and looked out to sea, wondering if everyone who looked across the grey and mysterious waves found them as bewitching as he did.

*** 

Barney and Proudfoot were round the corner of the mainland, further south, but still looking out across the sea to Arran. Sitting on a bench beside the beach, watching a couple of small children playing in the sand. The kids were both in shorts, their jackets long since tossed to the side, running around in very thin jumpers. Barney and Proudfoot were drinking coffee, jackets pulled tightly around them, both bitterly feeling the cold.

'Why didn't you just run when all this started?' she asked. They had been sitting in silence, in the cold, for almost fifteen minutes. She had needed the air after three hours of listening to Barney's story. She had known some of it already of course, having played her part, but there was plenty that needed filling in.

A life on the run. Would anyone have done anything different? Everywhere he had turned he had found death. This time, it seemed, death had come looking for him. He had even told her of the ghosts that had arrived in the previous few days. The actual Proudfoot, sitting there in front of him, seemed no less of a ghost than Brother Steven, or the old man who had walked into his shop five days earlier.

'Kids are amazing, aren't they?' he said, as her question had an obvious answer. She knew it already. Where was it he could go to escape judgement? 'If you made them go for a walk in this weather they'd bleat at you like you were killing them. But give them some sand, it could be high summer. They don't care.'

They watched the kids, glad to be free of the small interview room and the claustrophobic tale of endless murder, death and atrocity that had been Barney's life.

'Pain in the arse, of course,' he said, smiling. Proudfoot laughed. Barney thought of asking the question about her intentions regarding children, but knew better. Never ask a woman about children. Let her volunteer the information.

'You're wanting to ask me about children,' she said, reading his mind again.

'You should be in the police force,' he said.

'I'd be wasted there,' she said. 'Had two miscarriages. Keep trying. One day we'll get there.'

'I'm sorry.'

She made a small gesture with her hands.

'Just something else,' she said. 'Course, it's a shit world to bring a kid into. Global warming.'

'Population explosion.'

'Terror, government terror, death, illegal diamonds, child soldiers, famine, genocide, bird flu, nuclear arsenals, disastrous weather, earthquakes...'

She finally depressed herself so much she stopped.

'Celebrity Big Brother,' said Barney.

She laughed again. Footsteps behind them. They didn't turn, although it occurred independently to both of them that this could be a member of the press, having picked up on Barney's presence in Saltcoats.

'You two look like you're enjoying yourselves far too much,' said Frankenstein.

Proudfoot straightened up but did not stand.

'Did you get me one of those, Sergeant?'

Proudfoot shrugged.

'Thought I'd be gone longer,' said Frankenstein.

He sat down at one end of the bench, pushing Proudfoot closer to Barney. Barney budged up. The three of them sat and looked out over the cold sands and the cold sea, watching the children arguing over a small red spade. Having been playing nicely for the entire time that Barney had been sitting there, the kids were now acting like mortal enemies.

'You can see how wars start,' said Barney, glibly.

'Little bastards,' said Frankenstein. 'Can't stand them myself. Glad you're resisting the urge to pollute the planet with any more kids, Sergeant.'

Proudfoot hid her face behind her coffee cup. Barney glanced over at her.

'This thing,' said Frankenstein, 'it's moving on, don't you think? Maybe it's passed us by already. It's four days since the trawler was found, a day and a half since the most recent murder. Maybe it's over. A tempest. It blew up, wreaked havoc, and now it's gone.' He snapped his fingers. 'We needed to grab it as it passed. Maybe it's too late.' He stared morosely out to sea. Waves chopped and danced, played endlessly, stretching for miles away from him.

'No,' said Barney suddenly. 'It's not over yet.'

'How can you be so sure?' he asked.

'Been here before,' said Barney. 'These things don't just blow over. Not this.'

The children had suddenly patched up their differences, without the intervention of the UN, and had started working together to build a damn across a small stream which was trickling down to the water. Barney was watching them, letting his mind drift. He had spent three hours dredging up more ghosts and memories than he would have liked. Now he just wanted to switch off. The ingenuous fun of two young children was the perfect distraction. Proudfoot wasn't so easily distracted, her own demons and nightmares having been reawakened by her three hours with Barney. Frankenstein was looking at the waves. Bewitched.

'I'm going to make you an offer, Mr Thomson,' said Frankenstein. 'Might seem a bit odd, but there's always something stranger just around the corner.'

Barney tipped his head to the side and looked across at Proudfoot. Proudfoot also turned, wondering what her boss was going to suggest. A one-way ticket to Buenos Aries and three hundred thousand in cash if Barney promised never to darken Scotland's doors again?

'I'm going to make you a deputy,' said Frankenstein.

He let the statement slip out into the cold November afternoon and get carried away by the wind.

'Can you do that?' asked Proudfoot.

Barney smiled.

'I was being melodramatic,' said Frankenstein. 'Obviously, for official purposes we'll have to couch it in more modern terms. We'll hire you as a consultant on the case. Day-by-day basis, until we have our murderer, the case is solved, or we give up. It'll be a fairly free-flowing, ad hoc arrangement.'

Proudfoot looked at Frankenstein, very impressed. Unusual for anyone in public service to be that sensible or proactive.

'What if I turn out to be the killer?' asked Barney.

'Then I'm going to look very stupid.'

Barney thought about that for a while, thought about the risk he was taking for him.

'And what if the press find out? If you record it officially, it's bound to get out. You'll get crucified, won't you?'

'I won't record it officially,' said Frankenstein. Had thought it through on the short drive to Saltcoats from the Largs ferry. 'At least, not in your name. The contract will be noted down in a false name, for a false consultancy firm. When the whole thing's over and done with, I'll need to do some juggling of the books. Won't be easy, but I know a couple of people in finance. I have an idea or two on how to get it all cleared up.'

Barney looked out across the grim sea, the sky darkening behind them, the sun beginning to sink unseen away to the west behind thick banks of cloud. In the distance, emerging from behind Little Cumbrae, he could see a nuclear submarine on its way out from Faslane, off for a few months lying in deep waters. The cold wind bit harder, and Barney Thomson, barber, accepted that this would be his fate. For now, at any rate. This would not help in his final judgement, but if it brought it a little bit closer, then he might as well.

'Sure,' he said, 'why not?'

Proudfoot shook her head. She smiled. After hearing the full Barney Thomson story, this didn't seem any more bizarre than so much of what had gone before in his life.

'Don't think you're getting a badge,' said Frankenstein.

The Barbershop Must Go On

––––––––
The shop had returned to its previous state of calm. The word had got round that Barney Thomson had been taken into police custody and would be held there for at least seventy-two hours. All that was left of the freak show of the Millport barbershop was Igor, the deaf mute hunchback, and Keanu, the surfer dude barber. Neither was enough to drag anyone onto the boat across to Millport, and the town residents already knew everything there was to know about the two of them. The shop had returned to its normal November state of two or three customers a day.
And so it was a bit of a surprise for both Igor and Keanu when two men entered. Fred and Bernard.

As the door opened, Keanu was trying to balance a tea spoon on his nose. Igor was watching him, full of melancholy, thinking that Barney had never tried to balance a tea spoon on his nose. Not in public, at any rate.

'Like, hi!' said Bernard. 'Any chance of a haircut from you fellas?'

Keanu took the spoon from his nose and looked at the two newcomers. Had seen them around the island, had heard talk of them. Knew that they were here because of the murders, although had heard it said that they'd been on the island even before the tragedy of the Bitter Wind had taken place. Immediately suspicious.

'Sure,' said Keanu. 'Who's first?'

'I'll go first,' said Fred, 'although I don't want a cut. Just a bit of a quaff.'

Keanu was even more suspicious. He invited Fred up to the chair and wrapped the cloak around his neck. Bernard sat down on the bench, eyeing up Igor as he did so.

'Hey, pal,' he said, 'Any chance of some food while I wait? Maybe a sandwich or some biscuits?'

Igor could pick up speech from merely paying attention to the vibrations. But then again, sometimes he elected to be completely deaf in all capacities. He continued to sweep up.

'Say, what's the thing with your wee friend the sweeper-upper guy?' asked Fred. 'Seems like a bit of a freak.'

'He's cool,' said Keanu. 'Sure, he's a deaf, mute hunchback, but that just means he can't hear, he can't speak and he has trouble getting a suit to fit.'

'Was he in Bavaria in 1876?' asked Fred.

Keanu stood back and eyed Fred in the mirror. Fred had the decency to look a little sheepish, before smiling and trying to make out that the question had been a joke.

'What exactly do you mean by quaff?' said Keanu.

Fred had a thick mat of blonde hair which looked like it had already undergone a fair amount of personal quaffing that morning.

'Just, you know, kind of bouffed up a bit.'

'Like, yeah,' said Bernard from behind, 'Fred's into that whole metrosexual thing. He takes like eight hours in the bathroom every morning.'

It was at about this time that Igor decided to take himself out of the loop and into the back room. Time to make a roll 'n' sausage for himself and Keanu, something which wouldn't be produced until Bernard had gone.

'And where's Barney?' asked Fred. 'Barney Thomson,' he added, just in case Keanu had thought he meant Barney Rubble, Barney Miller, or Barney the big pink homosexual dinosaur.

'He got taken into police custody this morning,' said Keanu, reluctant to discuss Barney, but hoping that confirmation of his absence might lead them to leave sooner than they were intending. 'To bouff your hair to the extent that you're requesting, I should probably wash it first,' he added.

'I don't think so,' said Fred. 'Maybe just some mousse.'

'Did somebody say mousse?'

'I should have told you, friend, that we're from MI6. We're meant to say that as soon as we start talking to people.'

Keanu stared awkwardly at him in the mirror. He'd already heard the MI6 rumour of course, but hadn't believed it. Still didn't believe it.

'What's MI6 doing working in the UK?' he asked.

'We were here on a team building exercise. Then when this mystery started, the police asked us to help out.'

Keanu sprayed some of the cheapest product he had lying around into Fred's hair and started to bouff it up a little.

'So that grumpy old police guy who's in charge of the investigation, asked you four kids and your dog to help him?'

'Like, sure, why not?' came the voice from the bench.

'You don't believe us?' said Fred.

Keanu worked his hands through Fred's hair, hating the artifice of it all, knowing that at the end his hair was going to look exactly the same as it did when he first walked in. He was suddenly caught up in some stupid game that he didn't want to be part of.

'MI6,' said Keanu. 'I know it's not all James Bond and beautiful women and car chases. Mundane stuff working in embassies, meeting people in cafés, paperwork.'

'Man, you've got some inside information,' said Fred. 'Who have you been pumping?'

'The thing is, it's still all based in deception. In your working environment, you can't just say that you are who you are. You're all trained to lie, to deceive. You work in misinformation. So can anyone ever believe anything that any of you say? Is the fact that you say you work for MI6 not a contradiction in itself? Does not the fact of saying that's what you do, mean in itself that you don't? The statement, I work for MI6 is of itself a complete paradox. Maybe you're CIA, maybe you're MI5, maybe you're from Blue Peter, maybe you're KGB.'

'Very twenty years ago, friend,' said Bernard from the back.

'Whatever. There's still KGB in Belarus,' said Keanu.

'Aha!' said Fred. 'You sound like you might be from the intelligence community yourself!'

Keanu ran his hands through Fred's hair so that it was sticking straight up in the air. Then, while Fred was distracted by the whole intelligence community debate, he grabbed a can of P&G's Instant Cast-Iron Styling Spray, covering the label with his hands so Fred wouldn't notice, and drenched his hair with it.

'I read the newspapers,' said Keanu. 'Now, gentlemen, we're pretty busy this afternoon, so I'm going to have to ask you to leave.'

Bernard looked around the empty shop. Fred looked at his hair in the mirror. He looked like he'd just seen a Trawler Fiend. He lifted his hand to try and run it through his hair, but couldn't get it in. His hair was rock solid, standing to attention.

'It should wear off in a few weeks,' said Keanu.

'Funny, friend,' said Fred.

'It's a good look for you,' said Keanu. 'It's about time you tried something new.'

'Like, how do you know he's looked the same for forty years now?' said Bernard.

'That'll be £45 please,' said Keanu, stepping back and ushering Fred from the chair.

Fred looked up at the price list on the wall, which started with Short Back & Sides: £4.25 and ended with A Bit Of A Bouff: £7.50.

'It was a special,' said Keanu. 'Small island sensibilities, London prices. Wanted to make you MI6 fellas feel at home.'

Fred took his coat down from the rack, searching around in the pockets for some money.

'I can call in an air strike, you know,' he muttered. 'Or have you sent to Laos.'

He handed the money over to Keanu, who turned and put it in the till.

'Now,' said Keanu, turning back, arms folded, 'you can fuck off.'

'Arf!' barked the voice from the back, Igor having appeared to stand in the doorway, armed with a broom.

With the door open the smell of grilling sausages wafted out into the shop.

'Like, oh my gosh!' said Bernard. 'Is that sausages I can smell? I love sausages.'

Keanu walked to the door of the shop and opened it to the dying of the day.

'This gentlemen,' he said, 'is the door.'

Fred looked at Bernard, and ruffled his hair.

'He's showing us the door, Bernard,' he said. 'And you never even got your haircut.'

'Like, I never get my haircut anyway. Wow, man, I'll need to go in search of sausages.'

And with that, the two nefarious agents of MI6 walked out into the cold late afternoon and Keanu closed the door over behind them. As they walked off along the road, headed for the Ritz Café and all the rolls 'n' sausage they could eat, Keanu looked out to sea. Igor came up and stood next to him, leaning on the broom, following his gaze out across the water. The afternoon was getting hazier as it was getting dark. Some of the lights on the mainland which were usually visible were obscured. Another fog was closing in on the island. A fog just like the one which had fallen on the night when the Bitter Wind had lost its crew.

'Looks nasty out there,' said Keanu. 'Time for a late afternoon sausage sandwich.'

'Arf!' said Igor.

Nardini

––––––––
By the time Barney Thomson, DS Proudfoot and DCI Frankenstein had returned to Largs to catch the ferry across to Cumbrae, evening had fallen and the fog had completely descended.
Frankenstein slowly drove down the short stretch of road along which the cars queued for the ferry. Got to the end and parked behind the only other two cars in the queue. They could see the ferry parked up at the pier. There didn't seem to be anyone sitting in the cars at the front of the queue.

'God's sake,' muttered Frankenstein. 'It's a bloody ghost town.'

He stepped out the car and looked angrily up the pier, being the type of person to be quick to irritation. The fog was so thick that he could barely make out the end of the pier, even though the pier at Largs is not long. He turned, looked all around him, had that briefly helpless feeling of having no one to shout at, then walked quickly towards the ticket office in the small building at the head of the quay.

In the car, Proudfoot turned to Barney, who was sitting in the back seat, staring out at nothing. Wondering what he would have to do to earn his consultancy money. Write a large report using phrases such as knife and forked it, blue envelope and cubicle monkey and then charge them forty thousand pounds for every day's work.

'I should go and make sure he doesn't fall into the water,' said Proudfoot.

'I'll stay here and guard the warmth,' said Barney.

Proudfoot smiled and stepped out into the fog. Closed the car door, pulled her coat tightly against her. The mist was thick and freezing so that it felt like you were swallowing it every time you took a breath. She shivered. Could see Frankenstein disappear off into the mist ahead and walked quickly after him.

The fog masked all sounds. It was only just after six o'clock on a weekday evening and yet the place seemed deserted. She couldn't hear any cars, couldn't see any people. Somewhere, only a few unseen yards off the shore, she could hear a metal chain clank mournfully against metal on a small boat, moved by the slight swell. The sea, what she could see of it as it washed peacefully onto the shore, had the eerie calm that comes with dense fog. She shivered again, began to get affected by the silence. Could feel the hand of the fog creeping up her back.

She stopped. Looked around her. Back at Barney, sitting in the car, elbow on the door, head leaning on his hand. Relaxed. Had he seen so much, was he immune to this feeling? Turned, wondered what had happened to Frankenstein. Looked at the café opposite the car queue, Nardini's. There wasn't a kid on the west coast of Scotland who hadn't eaten ice cream from that shop. The lights were on. She could see people inside. She relaxed a little. A sign of life.

The hand touched her shoulder.

She jumped, half screamed, whirled round, stepping back, hands up, automatic reflex, breath wheezing dramatically.

'Jesus!' said Frankenstein. 'What's with you?'

She breathed deeply, hand to her chest. Instant hot flush to go with the cold sweat.

'Heebee geebees?' said Frankenstein, and in her mixed up state, Proudfoot let out a bark of a laugh at the sound of the childish expression coming from Frankenstein, all gruff and angry irritation.

'Yeah,' she said, 'heebee geebees.'

Frankenstein stamped his feet, the harsh sound, even so close, dulled by the thick mist.

'Not a bastard around,' he said. 'The ferry's parked up. The ticket office is shut.'

'Thick fog,' said Proudfoot.

'Piece of crap,' said Frankenstein. 'If these bastards want to continue to get government subsidies, they better bloody run regardless of the weather. Piece of crap.'

Proudfoot looked out to sea, indicated with her hand that you could barely see twenty yards.

'We'll need to get onto someone back at the station, get them to speak to some bastard at CalMac. Bastards will probably be closed for the night.'

In angrily looking around him, he noticed the lights and the people in the café across the road. They could hear a car driving slowly, fifty yards away, round the curve of the main road through Largs.

'Come on,' he said, 'we'll check in here first, probably find the crew of the ship with their feet up, drinking latté.'

He walked quickly across the road, Proudfoot behind. Now that she had her brusque boss for company and she no longer had the fog and her imagination to lead her astray, the fear had gone. She could stand back and watch Frankenstein get mad at someone, which was always, at the very least, entertaining.

*** 

Barney was watching the sea mist drift past the car. So thick that he wondered if he'd be able to touch it if he rolled down the window and stuck his hand out. The car was cooling down already, and as he sat and watched Frankenstein and Proudfoot, saw her comical jump as Frankenstein had walked up to her from behind, he contemplated the move into the café. Coffee. Ice cream.

How many ice creams had he had in that place over the years of waiting for ferries at the start of summer holidays? Sometimes they would come down by train and their mum would always hustle them straight onto the boat. But on the times when they would come by car, he would hope there was a huge queue for the ferry, and she would always acquiesce and take them into the shop for ice cream. A hundred flavours, he had always had vanilla. Two scoops.

His mother. The serial killer.

The front passenger door opened and closed quickly. Barney felt the sudden draft of cold air. He turned. It wasn't Proudfoot. It wasn't Frankenstein.

'Hello, Barney,' said the voice, each word creaking out like the groaning of an old barn door.

Barney Thomson, barber, could feel the blood drain from his face.

*** 

Frankenstein opened the door of the café, held it briefly for Proudfoot and walked inside. Proudfoot followed, immediately unzipping her jacket against the wonderful warmth of the shop.

There were three occupied tables. Two, seemingly, the passengers from the two cars which were parked outside, waiting forlornly in the mist for a boat that was unlikely to sail that night. A middle-aged couple, who were tucking into rolls 'n' bacon and cups of tea. A man on his own, who had taken out a laptop and was writing frantically at the table. Frankenstein straight away pegged him as a journalist.

At the third table were the people he had come in here to see. Three men in the thick dark blue sweaters of Caledonian MacBrayne, the shipping company. The captain amongst them was evident by the fact that he was older and possessed a carefully quaffed Captain Birdseye white beard.

'Evening,' said the man behind the counter. 'Not many people out tonight.'

Frankenstein looked around the shop, aware that everyone except the speed-writing journalist, was eyeing him suspiciously.

'Why is that?' asked Frankenstein. 'Must normally be busier than this at this time?'

'Well,' said the guy, 'it's the fog. Thick as soup, that's what they're saying. Thick as the fog the other night, when the crew of that trawler vanished, that's what they're thinking. There's a lot of people scared around here. Scared.'

There was a noise from the kitchen. The quick-fingered tap-tap from the computer. Some strange piece of kitchenware gurgled and rumbled somewhere out back. One of the crewmen slurped noisily at a still too-hot cup of tea. The woman smacked her lips noisily over her bacon sandwich.

'Watch yer falsers, Mabel,' said the man, self-consciously.

'It's just a fog,' said Frankenstein.

'Aye, it's a fog all right!' said the captain, suddenly from the table. 'And there's a killer out there waiting to get anyone stupid enough to go out in it. The Incredible Captain Death, the Trawler Fiend, call him what you will.'

Frankenstein stared deadpan through the café. Deadpan. Inside he was completely gobsmacked, but generally he didn't do gobsmacked. He did deadpan. He was Bob Newhart, not Jim Carrey.

'You think there's a Trawler Fiend out there?' he said, because he couldn't think of anything else to say. There was a rustle to his right and the counter guy produced a copy of that day's Evening Times and laid it out for Frankenstein and Proudfoot to see.

Beside the gargantuan headline, written in small print to squeeze it all in, Trawler Fiend: First Pictures! Evil Green Monster Of The Deep in Cahoots With Barber Surgeon! Exclusive! was a picture of a giant lizard/dinosaur type of thing, about eight feet tall, walking on its hind legs, through a foggy, seaweedy sea shore.

Frankenstein was still gobsmacked, although he remained resolutely in Bob Newhart mode. He glanced round at Proudfoot who was staring at the picture. She caught his eye and shrugged.

'That's the stupidest thing I've ever seen in my life,' said Frankenstein.

'You may think it's stupid,' said Captain Birdseye, 'but that thing there chopped a man's head clean off with its bare claws.'

'And chopped another man's head off with an axe,' said one of the crewmen.

'And chopped a woman's head off with an axe 'n' all,' said the third.

'And,' chipped in the woman from behind her bacon roll, 'Mrs Clafferty says she reckoned it stole her underwear off her washing line last Tuesday.'

There was general murmuring of agreement around the café. The Trawler Fiend was capturing the imagination of the public, in an even more dramatic way than Barney Thomson had ever managed. These were dark days. The nation was slipping into hysteria.

'I know that these murders have been committed,' said Frankenstein. 'I've seen the bodies, I'm not denying anything. But this, this picture,' and he held it up so that they could better see it, noticing as he did so that everyone else in the café – except the hardworking journalist, who hadn't even noticed that Frankenstein was in the room – recoiled at the sight of the evil beast, 'is a man in a suit. What lizard walks on its hind legs like that?'

'It's not a lizard,' said the guy behind the counter. 'It's a Trawler Fiend. It's its own species, there are no rules. That's what it says in the article inside by an actual scientist.'

Frankenstein stared at him, still flabbergasted. Looked round at Proudfoot, who was at least finding the whole thing pretty funny. She took the smile off her face to nod seriously at him.

'Don't you start,' he muttered.

He turned, walked quickly up to the table with the three crewmen.

'Right you, I'm ordering you to start operating that ferry. We need to get back over there, right now.'

The captain bit meatily into a hearty sandwich.

'You don't control me,' he said, spitting food onto the table. 'I don't take any orders from the police. You can speak to HQ, if you want, if there's anyone there this time of night, but you know what? Even then, I'm still not taking the ferry out. Not in this fog, not with that...thing, out there. The union'll back me, I know they will. To the hilt. They did it before when the Jetty Monster was at large.'

And there was another low grumble of discontent around the café at the mention of the Jetty Monster.

'Fuck me,' muttered Frankenstein. 'Fuck me.'

He turned, held his hands out in exasperation at Proudfoot.

'Right, Sergeant, can I ask you to put a call through to our HQ. Let's not even waste time trying to sort out this shower of heid the ba's, just get a boat of some description down here as quickly as possible.'

Proudfoot nodded, took her phone from her pocket and turned to go outside to make the call.

'Coffee?' asked Frankenstein.

Proudfoot stopped, surprised.

'Sure,' she said, 'that'd be lovely. Cappuccino would be nice.'

Frankenstein grumped. Suddenly, behind them, the journalist rose in triumph, having written his two thousand words in under fifteen minutes.

'Finished!' he cried. 'Listen to this. Incompetent Police Stumped As Trawler Fiend/Barber Combo Cut Bloody Swathe Through Children's Holiday Resort.'

The Devil Rides In

––––––––
Barney looked at the old man who was sitting in the front passenger seat. The captain of the old trawler, Albatross. He had pulled down the visor and was inspecting his hair in the small mirror, flicking casually at the sides.
'Nice job,' he said. 'Been a while since I had a cut this good. Might have a chance with the ladies now, what d'you think?'

He winked at Barney in the mirror. Barney was pale, trying to be cool. How many ghosts did he have to encounter before he felt comfortable in their presence? If this was a ghost. Just a guy in a mask, he told himself. A guy in a mask. Why did he even have to be wearing a mask? Get a grip, Barney! It was just a guy.

'I still owe you money,' the old man said, then he tapped his pockets and shrugged. 'Sorry. Maybe next time.'

Finally he turned and looked Barney in the eye. The smile remained, but now there was an edge. The harmless, quiet, bordering on genteel buffoonery was gone. It was all in the eyes.

'To crush, to annihilate a man utterly, to inflict on him the most terrible punishment so that the most ferocious murderer would shudder at it beforehand, one need only give him work of an absolutely, completely useless and irrational character.' He paused. The smile never wavered. 'Still cutting hair, Barney?'

Barney shook his head. Trying to retain the cool which had been his for a few years now. Yet he was aware that it had been an accidental nonchalance. Had he strived to achieve it, it would never have happened. You can't force unflappable serenity. And now he was aware that he was turning back into the man who had once dully haunted the window end of the small barbershop in Partick. Unsure of himself, lacking in confidence. Nervous. He wanted the old new Barney back.

The old man reached out to tap Barney on the knee. His hand passed right through Barney's leg. Barney pressed back against the car seat. The old man laughed, a light, airy giggle.

'Only messing with you, Barney,' he said, and this time he tapped Barney's knee firmly with his hand and sat back. 'Life is full of choices. But you don't make them without consequences, that's all. Every junction you come to there's a right and a left. But it doesn't matter which one you choose, you have to live up to your decision. Ain't too often you can go back.'

The old man seemed to eat Barney up with his stare. His eyes didn't just burrow into Barney's head, didn't just read his thoughts. They consumed him, condemned him with every unblinking second. They reached into him and grabbed his soul, dragged it out, screaming, from the pits of his body.

Barney closed his eyes, a long, deep breath escaped from him, his body expelling everything that it could. It was no use, eyes closed, eyes open, the old man's gaze tore into him, ripped him open, laid him bare.

'You made a pact with the Devil, Barney Thomson, and it's time for you to pay your share!'

The car door opened. Barney opened his eyes, the words wrapping around his head like barbed wire.

'Barney, come on,' said Proudfoot. 'I'll get you a coffee.'

Barney stared back at her. Dry mouth, nerves shredded, heart thumping.

Cool? Was there any vestige of cool left within him? The unruffled imperturbability which had come so naturally for the previous few years, which had defined his personality for so long, had now been torn apart, every ounce and inch of it ripped piece by piece and thrown in the gutter.

'You're looking terrible, Barney, you all right? Come and get a coffee, come on.'

Barney opened the car door, soul shredded, on auto-pilot. Started walking across the road to the café. She fell in beside him.

'Thought I saw someone in the car beside you,' she said.

He didn't answer. Having heard the story of his last few days, she felt a shiver down her back. She held Barney's arm just before he opened the door to the café.

'Ghosts?' she said.

Barney stared at her feet. He had told her everything up until now, but this? Had he made a pact with the Devil? Was that how he had managed to escape from justice for so long? He'd had genuine evil on his side, a dark angel at his shoulder.

Is that how pacts with the Devil are made? Unconsciously? In your sleep, in your dreams? In your nightmares? He thought back to the time when his life had first made the acquaintance of Hell. Two accidental murders on his hands, a host of brutal, calculated murders on the hands of his mother, which had left him with a freezer full of human flesh. How had he got through all that?

By accident, he'd always thought. By fortune smiling on him at the right time, by stumbling across the occasional cogent thought to help him through awkward moments. But maybe it hadn't been fortune which had smiled upon him. He remembered his dark half, the sensible, switched-on side of his brain, which had appeared from nowhere to ease him through the moments when he would have succumbed to the authorities. Had that been it? By listening to that voice, had that been the end for him? When he first sat back and let his darker half take over, let his darker half wrap Wullie Henderson's body up in black, plastic bin liners, had that been the moment when he had sold his soul to Satan for all eternity?

'Barney,' said Proudfoot, waving her hand in front of him.

He looked at her, the fear still in his eyes. He was being played with, and whoever was doing it, was succeeding magnificently. A life, a soul, sliced into slivers.

'You all right?'

'Not really,' said Barney, finally regaining some sort of capacity to communicate. 'My id has been completely fucked.'

'Your id?'

He nodded.

'You need coffee. Come on.'

A Cry In The Fog

––––––––
The fog was all consuming. Dense, dark, claustrophobic. Total. A brutal fog, nightmarish. The small police launch inched away from the pier at Largs. It had come from Ardrossan, just ten miles along the coast, but it had taken a long time to get there. Long enough that the café had cleared of people and then closed. Long enough for Frankenstein to be frustrated, and then angry, then incandescent with rage, then resigned, then worried that something had happened, worried that the driver of the launch had been taken by the killer. A fear he did not share with the others, as he sat in the car with Barney and Proudfoot, engine running to combat the cold.
When Sergeant Clifford Kratzenburg had knocked on the window of the car, the fog had become so thick that none of them had seen him approach. Stepping out into the mist, they realised that it had descended with much greater gloom even than when they had last been outside the car, and Frankenstein suddenly doubted the sense in trying to get to the island at this time. However, he now felt, as did Barney, that the fog was all part of this strange circumstance. There would be something happening in Millport that night, and there was little point in them being across the water.

And so now they edged quietly out into the firth of Clyde, inch by inch, the motor barely running. Making the direct run across the firth to the slipway.

Kratzenburg increased speed a little, keeping a close eye on the small radar system in the corner of the cockpit. Frankenstein sat beside him at the front of the boat, Barney Thomson and Proudfoot behind, close together, some solidarity in fear and unease.

They weren't necessarily scared of the actual killer. They weren't scared of being on the open sea in a dense fog. Had they discussed it, perhaps they couldn't have explained why they were so uneasy.

'Can you trust that thing?' asked Frankenstein, pointing at the radar. Felt some comfort himself in conversation.

'You want me to be honest, sir?' said Kratzenburg.

Frankenstein smiled. Who ever answered that question by saying 'no, make some shit up, I don't mind'?

'Yes, Sergeant,' he said, 'you can be honest.'

'It's a piece of crap. The whole boat is a piece of crap. Every bit of equipment in the police service is a piece of crap. But then, every bit of equipment is provided by the lowest bidder, so go figure.'

Frankenstein nodded. Kratzenburg applied a little more speed, although they were still slow. The boat eased through the calm waters, heading into total darkness, a blank wall of fog.

Behind them Barney felt Proudfoot's hand in his. He squeezed tightly.

'You all right?' she said.

'No,' he replied. 'You?'

'Have a horrible feeling of fear, right down to the pit of my stomach.'

'Me too.'

They squeezed hands again.

'Who was in the car, Barney?' she asked. 'I saw someone.'

Barney leant forward, ran his hand through his hair. Took his hand away from her, put his face in his palms. Searching for the other Barney Thomson, the one who had been laconic and indefatigable for the previous three or four years. Where was he? Had the Devil taken him back?

Suddenly there was a noise to the right of the boat. There had been nothing but the grim silence of a dense fog, the gentle purr of the motorboat cutting dully through the mist. Now there was a mutter of another boat, closing quickly, though not yet visible through the fog.

A laugh, a low cackle. Maybe not all that different from the Joker in Batman, but in the tense, claustrophobia of the fog, enough even to get to Frankenstein.

'Gun it, Sergeant!' he shouted, and Kratzenburg leant on the lever, forcing everyone back, as the nose of the small police launch leapt in the air and the boat shot forward into the black of the night.

They looked to their right, the angry sound of the engine now drowning out any other sound.

'Did we lose him?' shouted the sergeant, looking anxiously ahead, believing he was still some way short of the island, but not trusting anything in this grim night.

'I can't tell!' Frankenstein yelled back at him. 'Any sign?' he shouted at Proudfoot and Barney, who both stood holding on to a railing, searching the fog. However, out here, out in the middle of the channel, the fog was just as dense as it had been on shore.

'Impossible to say!' Proudfoot yelled back at him.

'Keep going!' shouted Frankenstein, 'keep this up. No point in slowing yet.'

The boat sped through the mist, now shooting towards the island of Cumbrae at a fantastic pace, across flat calm waters. Kratzenburg looked ahead, the others stared around the boat into the darkness, waiting. Tensed, coiled, full of fear and adrenalin, waiting to react.

'We're getting close, sir!' yelled Kratzenburg shortly. 'We're going to have to slow, can't risk this speed any longer.'

'OK, OK!' shouted Frankenstein, making the slow down gesture with his hands.

Instantly Kratzenburg cut the speed. A slight lurch, and then the boat was easing its way in towards the shore. A shore that they could not yet see.

The fog clawed the boat, enveloped it. They waited for the hull to strike a rock, to suddenly jerk onto the land. They were all poised, standing straight, holding onto the sides and the metal bar which ran across its centre between the two rows of seats.

'We just ran away from the killer, right?' said Proudfoot. Felt the need for conversation, anything to break the silence which was as damningly horrible as the fog.

Frankenstein didn't respond. Searched the mist directly in front of him. The thought came to him that perhaps it had been someone from the press. A stuntman sent by the Sun to make fun of the police. At least, he decided, they wouldn't have been able to get any decent photos of the police on the run.

With a wrenching jolt the small boat thudded into a rock, the hull scraping along it, before coming to a dead stop a second later as it ran hard onto a rocky beach. The engine died. The four on board were all braced for it, but when it came it was with such suddenness that it still caught them by surprise, still threw them all sideways, forwards, onto the floor.

Proudfoot banged her head on the side of the boat, an ugly sound, an instant dull pain. Kratzenburg badly bruised his back, being spun round and hitting the wheel. Barney pitched forward, banging into the back of Frankenstein, who fell awkwardly to the side, thumping rudely onto the floor. A moment of moaning, unpleasant discomfort.

'We all OK?' shouted Frankenstein, although there was no need for the shout. Now that the sound of the engine had gone, they had been pitched into silence, as suddenly as they had been pitched onto the island.

Proudfoot groaned, listlessly leaning against the side of the boat. Barney and Kratzenburg muttered affirmatives, Barney immediately moving to Proudfoot's side, putting his arm round her waist.

'Come on,' he said, 'we should get off.'

Frankenstein leaped over the side of the boat onto the stony beach, Kratzenburg next. Then they helped Proudfoot off, before Barney was last onto the island.

They stood, the four of them, still surrounded by mist, at the edge of the sea, listening to the almost imperceptible sound of the gentle waves crawling up onto the stones.

'Are you all right, Sergeant?' asked Frankenstein.

'A good crack of the head,' she said, rubbing her temple, 'but I'm OK.'

'Good. Come on, we should get up onto the road. Shouldn't take us too long to walk into town.'

'I should get back to Ardrossan, sir,' said Kratzenburg.

The others stopped. Frankenstein stared into the depths of the mist.

'You can't go back out in that, Sergeant,' he said. 'And you don't know how badly damaged the boat will be after hitting the rocks. Leave it until morning.'

Kratzenburg hesitated. Wanted to get back to Ardrossan for mostly romantic reasons, the greatest driver of them all. Didn't like the thought of a night in Millport. The murderer that lurked in the midst of the town.

'Are you worried about what we heard out there, sir?' he said.

Frankenstein twitched. Didn't want to say. Now that they were on land, now that they were away from the menace, it seemed absurd that he had yelled Gun it, Sergeant! like they were in some Hollywood action movie. Regardless of what it was that had made that noise, he now felt stupid. He didn't think Proudfoot would later mock him to others for it, but Kratzenburg was someone he didn't know. Why shouldn't he make fun of the DCI back at the station?

'I had a thought about that noise, sir,' said Kratzenburg.

Frankenstein stared at the rocks beneath his feet.

'I know, Sergeant,' he said. 'I had the same thought. Someone out to make fools of the police. More than likely the press.'

Kratzenburg nodded, looked to the others for confirmation.

'How did he find us in the mist?' said Barney.

'They have better equipment than us, Mr Thomson,' said Frankenstein. 'And if we're really unlucky, they'll have had sophisticated camera equipment that can take pictures through a miserable as Hell, dense fog. We...I...am going to look bloody stupid.'

They all turned and looked in the direction of the sea. None of them could feel it, not one amongst the four. The suspicion of imminent danger. The beat in the fog.

'So,' said Frankenstein, 'when the guy suddenly comes running up that beach out of the fog in the next few seconds, we shouldn't run away.'

'We should trip him up and pull his mask off,' said Proudfoot, straight-faced.

'Exactamundo,' said Frankenstein.

They faced the sea and awaited their fate.

'I should just give the boat a quick once-over, Sir, make sure it's OK, then I can head back out.'

'All right,' said Frankenstein, 'come on. Thomson, you make sure the sergeant's OK, and don't drift off anywhere, I don't want to lose the pair of you.'

'We'll look for the guy in the mask,' said Barney glibly.

Frankenstein grunted. He and Kratzenburg moved through the mist to the boat, which was hardly visible, even though they had barely walked five yards up the beach.

And then, despite the jokes, despite the belief that they had been spooked by the press, despite the half-laughing testaments to their intentions towards the guy in the mask, when the low cackle of laughter which had tormented them out on the water, suddenly came again, it took them all by surprise, immersed them all in instant dread. Even the sceptical Kratzenburg felt the leap of the heart, the zing of the skin.

'Right, Sergeant,' Frankenstein said to him, 'no running.'

The two men braced themselves, and Barney Thomson found himself standing firm, ushering Proudfoot behind him.

Heads Up!

––––––––
The town slept early. Barely after nine, but there was a great sense, a collective will, to put the evening to rest, get it behind them. They knew that something ill was afoot, and they wanted to snuggle down under a warm duvet, fall asleep and wake up the following morning with the fog gone, clear blue skies and a light chop to the waves. And hopefully, some climactic event would have occurred and the town would awake to find answers and the police packing up their things to head home.
Igor stood at the bedroom window of the house he now shared with the town lawyer, Garrett Carmichael, and her two children. He stared out into the dense fog, unable to see the other side of the street, never mind the sea. Could sense the feeling of ill-ease and restless evil which had come sweeping across the town with the late afternoon fog, and which now cloaked it in fear and dreadful anticipation.

There was a noise behind him as Carmichael came into the room, pyjamas on, ready for bed. She watched him for a few seconds, concerned. She was beautiful, an attraction to all the men in the town. And she was all Igor's, her heart swept away by the boldness and romanticism that lay hidden behind the bane of his baleful exterior.

'Come to bed, Igor,' she said. 'I know something's happening out there, but it doesn't involve us. We need to sleep it off.'

'Arf,' said Igor darkly.

There would be no sleep for Igor. They both knew it. The town could hide its head all that it wanted to, could hide behind thin bedwear and hope that they would not be the ones selected to be dragged screaming from that bed, but that was not Igor's path. He could not hide from this, not when it involved his friend, Barney Thomson.

She came and stood beside him, her arm on his shoulder. A clichéd scene from a thousand movies, the woman spending the possible last few moments with her man before he goes off to war. She was full of spunk herself, and would have gone too, but for the two children who lay sleeping in the next room. Their father already dead from illness, she would not put herself at such risk. Had already begun to think privately to herself, thoughts she had yet to share with Igor, that maybe it was time they moved away from Millport, if this place was suddenly as cursed as it appeared.

'Arf,' Igor said again.

She nodded. Like Barney, she was completely in tune with Igor's grunts and noises, the only sounds he could make.

She kissed him on the cheek, squeezed him harder, then stepped back. Knew that he had to get on with it and she wasn't about to make things harder by being dramatic.

'Put on a coat,' she heard herself say.

Igor smiled crookedly, pressed her hand and then walked slowly from the bedroom. Down the stairs, put on his jacket, opened the door, stepped out into the cold. Closed the door behind him and stood still on the pavement. Let the fog claw at him, soak into his face and his hands, soak his clothes. A damp, drenching fog. Down here, he could still not see the other side of the road.

No sound. No wind, no cars, no people, no sea. The town was sleeping. Or dead.

Making his decision, Igor turned to his right and walked slowly in the direction of the pier.

*** 

They waited, knowing that the killer could see them, even if they could not see him. And then, in a rush of fog and a fevered crunch of stones, he appeared from the sea.

No Trawler Fiend this. An old man, dressed all in black, an axe held high above his right shoulder, his left arm bent across his chest. Longish hair down his neck, a long, thin beard.

They may not have been seriously expecting an eight-foot lizard, but they weren't expecting some old grandpa either. And in the adrenaline-fuelled rush of it all, in the heart of the thick fog, they could see no mask, just an old man with a weapon.

He stopped his headlong rush a few yards short. He stood poised, axe raised.

'Fuck me!' yelled Frankenstein, astonished. A thousand thoughts pouring through his head in an instant, one fantastic moment of shock-induced clarity.

'Come on then!' he shouted, immediately after his previous exhortation, stepping forward.

Kratzenburg fell in beside him, the two forming a wall, almost as if Barney and Proudfoot were to be protected.

The old man seemed to hesitate, but the gentle laugh which crawled out from the rubber lips displayed an enjoyment of the kill rather than reluctance.

The laugh died. Frankenstein and Kratzenburg seemed to hesitate too, as if it might be wrong to attack an old man, regardless of the axe, regardless of the fact that here was obviously the Millport murderer. Suddenly, from behind, they heard the rapid crunch of footsteps.

Barney had found his mojo.

He burst between the two of them, running straight for the old man, his plan no more than to dodge the swipe of the axe and to grab his legs, bring him down. Barney, alone among them, while not knowing the identity of the man beneath the mask, knew that he was no old soul.

He met him full on, but as he did so, the killer swung his left arm down in a quick and sudden movement, catching Barney full on the chest, a vicious, swift, crunching blow, sending him reeling, flying. He was tossed backwards, spiralling into the air, several feet off the ground, and came to a crunching fall, so far away that he was lost in the mist. He thudded into the ground, dazed and battered, barely able to tell the direction from which the noise was now coming.

Frankenstein, empowered by this show of strength from the enemy, stepped forward. He never even got as close as Barney, as another swing from the arm, a low uppercut, caught Frankenstein in the chest and sent him flying straight backwards, back to where Proudfoot was standing, helpless.

Kratzenburg dithered, given necessary pause by the expeditious way in which Barney Thomson and Frankenstein had been summarily dispatched. His hesitation made no difference however. The old fella had his eye on him.

As he made his first step towards him, Kratzenburg suddenly had a thought of the guys in the red jerseys who you always knew were going to get killed at the start of the old Star Trek, the guys who were sent down to the planet surface with Kirk and Spock entirely so they could die in the first five minutes.

'Shit,' thought Kratzenburg, realising that he was the newcomer to the investigation, the officer who was not really part of it, 'I'm dead.'

And so, rather than blindly throwing himself at the old guy, Kratzenburg made the sensible, but ultimately futile decision to run away. He made the first move to turn, and that was as far as he got. The killer descended on him.

He swung the axe, blade turned away, at his legs, tripping him up and sending him into the stones on his face. Kratzenburg stumbled on the beach, turned his head in fear. Just in time to see the final swing of the executioner's cleaver. His eyes showed shock. The axe descended.

Kratzenburg's head flew to the side in a high arc, almost as if it had been severed with a nine iron. Somewhere in the mist, out of sight, the others heard it land heavily on the stones.

The killer stood over Proudfoot and Frankenstein, blood dripping from the axe, the weapon still held to the side. Then suddenly he seemed to relax; his body language became dismissive. He didn't need to kill anyone else here. To his right, Barney Thomson crawled into view across the stones, feeling that somehow he should be the one who was there facing this demon.

The killer surveyed the three of them, the eyes gloating behind the mask. He smiled. He winked at Barney.

'Barney,' he said, and then, as suddenly as he had arrived, he ran past them and disappeared back into the thick mist, heading up onto the road.

He was gone.

Silence.

The mist ebbed and flowed around them, swirling in nebulous patterns, sweeping in from the sea, turning this way, sweeping down and up, swallowing them.

Barney crawled over to be beside the others, both of them dazed, horrified.

'You all right?' he said, directing the question at Proudfoot, the only one who had not felt the full force of the killer's wrath.

She nodded. Couldn't speak. It had been a long time since she had witnessed something that horrible. Frankenstein, more used to drunks and thugs and gangs of youths, could not find his mouth either.

For Barney Thomson, however, this felt like his life. This was real, constantly surrounded by bloody death, bloody murder. The old new Barney was back. Stripped of fear, embraced by a charismatic nonchalance that drove women wild. If his continuing life, the horror and the blood, was the work of Satan, well Satan could come and get him. He was ready.

'The old guy seemed to know you?' said Frankenstein, pulling himself up. 'Who was it?'

'I don't know,' said Barney. 'It wasn't an old guy though. The face, the hair, it was a mask. A Dostoevsky mask. Fyodor Dostoevsky,' he added, just in case anyone had thought he'd meant Agnes Dostoevsky.

Frankenstein and Proudfoot looked curiously at Barney.

'What?' she said.

'Where the fuck do you get a Dostoevsky mask?' said Frankenstein dismissively. 'And how the fuck would you even know what he looks like? What the fuck is that? A Dostoevsky mask?'

Barney looked from one to the other. To him it was obvious. Crime and punishment. This, however, did not seem like a good time to get into Russian literature and any correlation with his own life.

'I don't know,' he said. 'Come on, we should get back into town.'

He looked down at the stricken, headless body of Sergeant Kratzenburg.

'The big man's going to have to wait. There's likely worse than this going to happen here tonight. We stick close, all the way round. Close enough that you can see the other two at all times. If you lose one of them, call out the instant it happens. The instant. And we cut across the back road into town. We cool?'

Proudfoot nodded.

'We're cool,' said Frankenstein, curious and a little wary of Barney's sudden determination.

As they started to walk up the beach, Frankenstein put his hand on Barney's shoulder.

'I made you my deputy,' he said, awkward censure in his voice, 'not my fucking boss.'

A Soul For A Soul...

––––––––
Igor had found his way round to the boatyard. He moved more quickly than other men in this dark time of no light and thick fog, his senses more attuned to his outside world. He had walked along the front and investigated the pier. Nothing to be found there, except the creepy and uncomfortable calm of all piers in a thick fog. Then he had come along Crichton Street, past the unoccupied police station, round past the football field, a field which he knew was there but which, the barest of edges aside, he could not see.
He did not pass another single person on his way, at least, none of which he was aware. Perhaps someone had passed him on the other side of the street, out of sight, the sound of footsteps muffled in the fog. But Igor walked on, driven only by curiosity about what was out there. Fearless.

He knew that the three murders which had been committed in the town had all happened in the sanctity of peoples' homes, the inviolable had been breached, and maybe that was what was going to happen again tonight. But the murderer had to get from house to house, had to move around somehow. A car, a bike, padded footsteps dragged through the night.

Even though Millport was small, it wasn't so tiny that he was guaranteed to stumble across anyone who might be out, especially not in this weather. But Igor had a nose for it, a sense that he would inevitably find what he went looking for. And all his senses told him that this strange mystery, which had started with the disappearance of a fishing trawler, would in some way involve the boatyard and the last remnants of seafaring on the island.

He stopped at the entrance to the yard, felt out the door. Listened in the night for any sound from within. So still, so cloaked was the evening, that even the clang of the chains, the constant sound of any boatyard, had been silenced.

Nothing.

He wondered about old Bladestone, a man with whom he had only exchanged grudging acknowledgements in the past, despite him being a regular in the shop from the days long before Barney's arrival.

Igor opened the door slowly, the hinges unavoidably creaking in the night. He cursed slightly under his breath. No sound could he make. Any advantage he had would be lost.

The door opened as little as possible. He squeezed through the gap. Instinctively wanted to close the gate over, the obsessive-compulsive inherent in him, but he fought the urge.

Knowing that the floor of the boatyard was littered with anchors and wooden beams and masts, he edged along the wall until he got to the first shed, and then turned and moved along the shed wall until he got to the end of that. Stopped there to get his bearings, to try and get a feel for the place.

The fog was no less dense inside the yard. He could see the dark outline of a hull a few feet in front of him. Did not know the yard well enough to recognise it.

Phht!

A stumble. A dull sound in the night. Followed by a curse and another small trip. Igor's heart raced. He pressed himself back against the wall. Head working. It couldn't be Bladestone, he would know his yard well enough not to trip.

He tensed, arms up, waiting to defend himself against what was coming his way. Could sense two figures before he could see them. Was tempted to shout out, perhaps make them run away. But he knew he had to deal with this now, right here, given that the opportunity was falling into his lap.

The figures approached. Igor inched away from the wall, giving himself more room. He eased himself into a tae-kwon-do position, ready for action, the hump of his hunchback exaggeratedly protruding above his shoulders. Held his breath.

They emerged from the mist, leaning forward, walking faster than they ought to have been given the total lack of visibility. Igor tensed.

Bernard and the Dog With No Name jumped, each one letting out a yelp.

'Arf!' hissed Igor.

Bernard settled down, standing in front of Igor, the Dog With No Name snuggled into his leg.

'Like, Igor, pal, you scared me, man!'

I'm not your pal, hissed Igor in reply, although, as ever, all that came out and all that Bernard heard was 'Arf!'

'Like sure, man, but what are you doing here? We're looking for clues, aren't we Dog With No Name, old buddy? But it's so foggy, like, we can't see a thing!'

Igor was torn between believing they were looking for clues, and wondering whether they played a more sinister part in all of this than it seemed on the surface. They were MI6 after all, and Igor had never trusted MI6. Yet, while they may have been acting suspiciously snooping around the boatyard late in the evening on a foggy and dark night, so was he.

'Arf,' he hissed quietly, indicating for them to fall in behind him.

'Like, sure, pal,' said Bernard, and he and the Dog With No Name filed in next to Igor against the wall of the shed and began to inch their way along.

'Like, Igor old buddy,' said Bernard a few seconds later, 'you didn't bring any food with you on this expedition, did you? We're starved!'

*** 

Barney, Frankenstein and Proudfoot came into town down the back road, coming onto the road at Kames Bay. Walking quickly, Frankenstein in the front, Proudfoot behind him, Barney at the back. They passed The Deadman's Café, saw the dim lights inside, realised it was still open. Frankenstein stopped, turned to the others.

'Anyone use a coffee?' he said. 'Myself, I need intravenous caffeine.'

Barney didn't wait for Proudfoot's answer, opened the door and ushered the other two inside. They walked quickly in from the cold, closing the door behind them. They stood inside and surveyed the surroundings. Deserted. Lights on, door unlocked, but the heating was off, the premises not much warmer than the cold, dark night outside. No customers, no one behind the counter.

'Alice?' said Barney.

Nothing.

He looked at the other two, their faces both showing the resignation and acknowledgement that here was another potential grim finding. The feeling of doom hung in the air, an air of portentous death that no sixth sense could miss.

'Alice?' Barney called, a little louder this time.

'You still need that coffee?' he said.

Frankenstein exhaled a pent-up breath, followed by a low curse.

'Fuck,' he said. 'This is all we need. Alice!' he called more loudly, then added, 'Who the fuck is Alice, anyway? The owner or the woman who does nights?'

'Both,' said Barney.

Frankenstein placed his hand firmly on the counter top and vaulted over it, landing awkwardly on the other side. Barney, more familiar with the place and now fully possessing the old nonchalance that had so deserted him the previous few days, lifted the counter top to the right and walked behind. Frankenstein gave him a look, then they both pushed through to the back of the shop.

Barney, in front, stopped suddenly, Frankenstein having to step quickly to the side to avoid walking into him. They saw the words written on the kitchen wall in blood before they saw the decapitated body.

Barney stepped back, two steps, hit the wall, couldn't go any further, although he did not leave the kitchen.

A soul for a soul, Barney Thomson!

The words were written in fresh dripping blood, each word beneath the other, Thomson written along the wall just above the work surface. Next to it, on the kitchen top beside the chopping board and an opened box of raw chopped onion, was the head of Alice Witherington, perfectly sliced at the neck. Placed so as to be the full stop in the giant exclamation mark

Her body lay on the floor. A pool of blood. Alice Witherington, who had spent so many happy nights in the den of thieves above the Incidental Mermaid, who had spent the last few days living in justifiable fear.

Frankenstein had moved on from his own personal fears. It was time for anger and determination. He walked forward, ran a finger rudely through the blood on the wall. Still fresh, still damp. Rubbed his forefinger and thumb together.

'Recent,' he said. 'The last ten minutes.'

'Should I come in there?' said Proudfoot from the café.

'No,' said Barney quickly. 'We'll be out in a second.'

'Shout out if you see anyone with an axe,' said Frankenstein acerbically, and could hear Proudfoot's exasperated groan from outside.

'So, Barney Thomson,' said Frankenstein, voice low, 'is this all about you? Murder follows you around?'

Barney said nothing. Murder did follow him around, but he didn't want to think for a second that all this blood was on his hands. He couldn't live with that.

Maybe that was the intention.

'Couldn't you go and live in England and have some of that lot murdered?'

Barney laughed, an ugly grunt of a laugh, in keeping with the ugly bloody scene in which they were standing.

'Deputy Thomson, consultant to the police service, this is as if they knew you were coming this way. It's done for your benefit. Where are we heading now? The boatyard maybe? Does that make sense? The whole town is between us and there. Are we going to find a murder in every establishment we pass? What d'you think, Deputy? What is your Dostoevsky up to?'

Barney had no answer. He had heard a rumour of the clandestine Incidental Mermaid club, but had no idea of why it existed and was completely unaware of what connection there might be between it and him.

'The faster we get there, the better,' he said, and turned quickly from the kitchen. Proudfoot was sitting at a table on the other side of the counter, her head in her hand, pale, beautiful, wondering how she had managed to walk into such a situation again. Why her? Why her, every time? Except that she kept on running into Barney Thomson.

Barney walked to the door, opened it once more back out to the mist and the lonely, desolate evening.

'We need to go,' he said to Proudfoot. 'I'm sorry, I know you need a break. We need to, and we can't leave you here.'

She gazed into his eyes, believed him, wanted to believe that he meant her no harm and that none of this was truly his fault.

'Who wants your soul, Barney?' said Frankenstein. 'You make a pact with Satan?'

Barney looked at him, stopped still in the doorway.

'Not that I know,' he said. 'But maybe we all have.'

He walked quickly out into the night, Proudfoot and Frankenstein behind him. Proudfoot at the back, trailing in the others' angry wake. She looked down and saw, in the dim light of the shop, the marks from Frankenstein's shoe, where he had stepped in the trail of blood that had been left from the decapitation of Alice Witherington.

Closing Time

––––––––
Fred, Selma and Deirdre, crack MI6 agents, on the trail of a killer and a gang of international diamond smugglers, left the small seafront apartment which they had rented for the duration of the investigation, having just had another bout of pretty spectacular three-in-a-bed sex. Although, on this occasion it had been three-in-a-bath sex. A lot of water had ended up on the floor.
'That sure was fun, girls,' said Fred, as they stepped out into the cold night.

'It certainly was,' said Deirdre. 'I especially liked what you did with the empty shower gel bottle and that three litres of lighter fluid.'

Selma shivered.

'Jeepers,' she said, trying to switch her mind back on to the investigation, 'it sure is misty out here. I hope Bernard and The Dog With No Name are OK.'

'We said we'd meet them at the boatyard,' said Fred, stating a fact that everyone already knew, which was something which he did on a regular basis, and which the others generally found rather annoying. 'It wasn't so misty a while back, but I guess we were in that bath for a lot longer than expected.'

'Like, I'll say,' said Deirdre.

'I think we need to get to the boatyard as quickly as possible,' said Selma, always the first to get back to the business at hand.

They stopped on the street and looked around, assessing the fact that they couldn't see further than a few yards. They were just along from the crocodile rock, the other end of the front stretch from where they wanted to be, only a couple of hundred yards ahead of Barney Thomson, Frankenstein and Proudfoot.

'We need to stick close together,' said Fred. 'Girls, stay on either side of me and hold my hand. If you get detached, scream really loudly or something.'

Suddenly they felt it, rather than saw anything. A whooshing in the dense fog, something brushing past them in the night, a few yards away. They tensed, Fred pushing the girls behind him, staring intently into the fog. They could just make it out, the shape of the figure in black, as it seamlessly moved past them along the road, either oblivious to them or ignoring them.

'Like, shit, did you see that?' said Fred. 'That was a man in black. He must be like a bad guy. Let's get out of here!'

He turned and started to move off in the opposite direction, but Selma pulled his hand, making sure he wasn't going anywhere.

'That guy is going in the same direction as we want to, which means he might be going to the boatyard! We need to get there before he gets to Bernard and The Dog With No Name.'

Fred hesitated, then reluctantly nodded.

'OK,' he said, 'here's what we're going to do. We're going to stick together and run to the boatyard as quickly as possible. My guess is that the Man in Black knew we were here and just decided to completely ignore us.'

'But why?'

'I don't know, Deirdre. But someone's been misleading us on this case all along. There is no Trawler Fiend or Incredible Captain Death, just an evil guy dressed in black. I don't know who it is, but I mean to find out. Come on!'

And so, Fred, Selma and Deirdre headed off into the night, along Glasgow Street, only a few paces ahead of the unseen Barney Thomson and the two police officers for whom Barney was doing, so far, unpaid consultancy work.

*** 

There was a reason that the mysterious diamond smuggling cabal had met in a private room above the Incidental Mermaid pub, half way up Cardiff Street. The bar manager and occasional barman, Kent Carrington, was one of the ten. He was not, however, the particular one of the ten who was currently running amok through the town dressed in black and a Fyodor Dostoevsky mask. And so Kent Carrington had been living in fear for the past few days, a fear that would have been even greater had he known that Alice Witherington, his close confidante amongst the group, had recently lost contact with her head.

Dr Trio Semester turned away from the television screen and placed the empty pint glass down on the bar. It had been a long, slow night, watching Celebrity Get Me To The Toilet In Time!, Top 50 Celebrity Nose Job Botch Jobs, Most Amazing Celebrity Police Videos 7 and Celebrity I Hate My Clitoris! He had come back down to Millport to speak to Frankenstein about the case. He could easily have spoken to Frankenstein over the phone, but something about his wife made him want to spend as much time away from the house as possible, so he had engineered another away trip. That he had since become stranded on the island seemed an added bonus.

However, the town was completely dead, and he had found that everyone wanted to head indoors, put up the barricades and wait for the dawn. Not that he did not sense the danger himself, for he felt it with every fibre, but his way of dealing with it had been to get out and find company.

And so he had sat in the Incidental Mermaid for two hours, hoping that someone else would join him there. No one had. Two hours with only Kent Carrington for company.

Carrington, filled with dread, had chattered incessantly at first. Semester, however, was not one to put up with incessant chatter for an entire evening. So, after an hour of listening to Carrington burble randomly, badly articulating every single thought he had in his head, Semester had taken a bite out of the social bullet and told Carrington that he was going to have to shut up, because Semester was trying to concentrate on the celebrity rhinoplasties. Which he hadn't been.

The fact that he'd sat there for another hour was testimony really to his own desperation and unhappiness, and testimony perhaps to the even more uncomfortable truth that he was scared to walk back along to the hotel. The Stewart. He should have followed his instinct, ignored his years-old edict, and just drunk in the hotel bar.

Carrington had watched the TV, unable to concentrate, just grateful that there was someone else there with him. Believed, wrongly, that there might be some safety in numbers.

Finally, as the theme music to I'm A Celebrity, Pluck My Nasal Hair! finally faded into the adverts, Semester glanced round at Carrington, and Carrington waited fearfully to see if his customer was going to add to the three pints and four packets of crisps he'd already consumed, or whether this was him about to leave.

'Think I'll head on back to the hotel,' said Semester. 'Let you get on home.'

'No!' said Carrington, in a strange, high-pitched cry.

Semester looked curiously at him, then lifted his hand in a gesture of closure. And, at that moment, the door to the outside swung open. The men turned, Carrington buoyed at the thought that here was someone he could talk to. Someone to stop him being stuck in this wretched bar alone.

No one. The door swung on its hinges, creaked halfway back, and then stayed there. Open, letting in the cold of the night, the fog. The men stared at each other, then looked back at the door.

'Oh shit,' said Carrington.

Along with the dread cold evening, they could feel the malevolence sweep in, a tangible presence.

'We should close the door,' said Semester.

Neither man moved. They stood where they were, propped against either side of the bar, waiting. Semester found himself nervously drumming his fingers, mind in an instant battle. He saw death every day. Literally every day. Sometimes murder, sometimes heart attack, sometimes accident, but it always came his way. Why should he be afraid of it or anything that might cause it?

'I should go and let you close up,' he forced himself to say.

'Not yet,' said Carrington desperately. 'Just let me lock things up and I'll come with you. It'll be a bit Butch and Sundance. But not in any homoerotic way.'

Semester gave him a glance.

'I'm babbling,' said Carrington.

'Butch and Sundance weren't gay,' said Semester.

The words were barely out of his mouth when the door was suddenly thrown back, crashing into the wall behind.

The two men turned quickly, gaping at the sight of the masked man dressed in black.

'Fuck!' shouted Semester. 'Dostoevsky! That's not normal. Have you got a gun back there?'

Carrington shook his head.

'I've got lots of skooshers,' he said.

'You think we can spray the guy with tonic?'

'You never know what's going to defeat people,' wailed Carrington.

Dostoevsky raised the axe above his head, his left arm across his chest, in the same pose that had heralded the end of Sgt Kratzenburg, then began to walk slowly towards them. From behind the rubber they could hear a low, ominous laugh. Mocking, threatening.

'Give me a bottle!' shouted Semester.

'What of?' said Carrington, nervously.

'Anything, for God's sake, just give me a bottle!'

Carrington lifted the first bottle that came to hand. Fifteen year-old Glenlivet. Passed it over. Semester grabbed it from him then smashed it on the side of the bar. Glass and whisky sprayed. Carrington gasped, taking time out of his terror to be shocked at the appalling waste of a decent whisky.

Semester pointed the jagged edge of the broken bottle. He'd never used a bottle in anger before but at least had seen, on many occasions, the devastating effect to which they could be used.

'Come on then, you old Russian bastard,' he said loudly. Dostoevsky came upon him, but he was not here to murder the police pathologist. He had his list of suspects to take care of, Kratzenburg having been an added bit of fun, for the continuing benefit of Barney Thomson. Adrenalin pumping, Semester hoisted himself quickly up onto the bar. Carrington had backed off, nowhere to run, pressed against the glasses and bottles which fell around him.

Semester, suddenly full of brio and derring-do, leapt dramatically at the old man, but he did not even get close. Swinging the axe like a baseball bat, axehead turned down, Dostoevsky caught Semester full on the side and sent him flying away to his right, off the bar and crumpling into a heap on the floor, head cracking loudly off a heavy wooden table. He lay dazed and battered and bruised on the floor. He tried to lift his head, then the effort proved too great for him, and his face hit the floor once more and he passed into unconsciousness.

The killer looked across the bar at Kent Carrington.

'You must have known I was coming,' said Dostoevsky. 'I'm disappointed you didn't lay on more of a reception.'

'Well, can I get you a drink?' said Carrington. 'On the house?' he added, voice thin and nervous.

'In despair there are the most intense enjoyments,' said Dostoevsky, and he laughed again, malicious and low. Then he lifted the axe once more grandly above his head. Carrington's mouth dropped open. Nothing came at first, but as the axe hovered in the air with the expectation of the final, cutting blow, he cringed and cowered and found the strength to scream, a high, desperate wail.

The Temperature Of The Night

––––––––
They heard it. The six people out in the street, in two groups of three, heading towards the boatyard. This scream, this cry of terror and fear, this wail that told of impending bloody and gory death, had travelled through the town, in every direction, almost as if the fog, rather than muffling the scream, conducted it, propelled it on its way.
And the people of the town of Millport, who had all sensed the terror in this awful night, crawled further under their blankets, and turned out any lights that were still on, and prayed that whoever it was who screamed such a terrible scream, was not someone they knew and loved.

'Come on, girls,' said Fred. 'Sounds like someone's in trouble.'

'It sure does,' said Deirdre.

They started to run faster into the mist, passing store fronts that they barely recognised in the gloomy, misty darkness.

'Stop!' hissed Selma, and she tugged at Fred's hand to slow him.

The three crack MI6 agents stopped dead, just by the closed doors of the amusement arcade.

'What's up, Selma?' said Fred.

'Listen!' she said.

They craned their necks into the mist, and sure enough, now that they had stopped moving, they could all hear it, the sound from behind. Footsteps, coming their way, following them.

'We're being followed!' whispered Fred, insomuch as he could manage a whisper.

'Oh my gosh!' said Deirdre. 'Do you think it's the Man in Black?'

'I don't think so,' said Fred. 'I think whoever let out that terrified scream has just encountered the Man in Black!'

The footsteps approached, clear now, although the runners were still out of sight in the mist. Fred stepped forward.

'It sure is a misty night,' he said loudly into the fog.

Frankenstein, Proudfoot and Barney Thomson came running into view, unavoidably surprised by the sudden intervention of MI6. They crashed to a halt, out of breath.

'Fuck me,' said Frankenstein. 'That scream?' he added quickly, not wanting to get into any amiable discussion about the weather.

'It came from just up ahead,' said Deirdre.

'I won't ask what you freaks are doing out here,' said Frankenstein. 'Come on.'

He took off, and they charged full-tilt into the mist. Not far and they were at the bottom end of Cardiff Street, just down the road from the bar, although the Incidental Mermaid remained well out of sight.

'Barney?' said Frankenstein.

Barney stared into the mist. Still thick and clawing. Perhaps that was the worst thing on this dreadful evening. He had seen death before. He had seen so much blood, so many dismembered limbs, he had become anaesthetized to it. But this mist, this fog which so enshrouded them, it seemed that even though they were outside, they were encased in a walking coffin. No escape. The only way to be able to see further than a few feet was to go indoors, and when they'd done that there had been blood and death. As there inevitably would be the next place they entered.

'The pub up the road,' said Barney. Gut instinct. 'The Mermaid.'

He looked around the group, waiting for some contradiction perhaps, and then he pushed on into the fog. Up the road fifty, seventy yards, and the dark frontage of the Mermaid appeared out of the gloom in front of them. The door was ajar.

Away to their left Fyodor Dostoevsky ran up the hill, the sound already lost in the fog. Barney turned, made sure the full assembly was behind him, gave Frankenstein a look which said to expect more of what they had seen in Deadman's Café, and then he pushed the door fully open and walked into the chill of the pub, the others piling in behind them.

The body of Kent Carrington lay slumped over the bar, his severed head placed on the counter beside him. His eyes were still wide open in fear, his lips drawn back.

'Fuck,' muttered Frankenstein.

Barney walked over to the bar. Proudfoot held her head in her hands, the turmoil boiling inside her. She needed to breathe. She needed space, but she was experiencing the same feeling of complete entrapment, of being incarcerated in a deep, dark cave.

'Jeepers!' said Deirdre.

'It sure looks like he's had a spot of trouble,' said Fred. 'Come on girls, let's look for clues.'

Proudfoot leant her head against the wall, back turned. Barney looked at the blood spattered wall of the bar, red marks in an arc that would have been familiar to him had he seen any of the earlier victims, across the bottles and glasses and peanuts and other savoury snacks. No message written on the wall this time, but perhaps the killer had known how close behind they were. No time.

Frankenstein noticed the prone figure on the floor, walked over quickly. The head still attached, he knew instantly that this person would not be dead.

Turned the head round. Semester.

'Fuck,' he muttered again. Bent over him, listened to the heart beat. He slapped Semester's face a couple of times, a very slight reaction.

'Barney!' he called. 'Whisky, get me some whisky.'

Barney looked down at the prone figure, and then walked hurriedly round the bar, stepping on blood, not caring about this dreadful scene of carnage, and grabbed a bottle of Teachers.

'Chief Inspector,' he said. Frankenstein looked up and Barney under-armed the bottle perfectly into his outstretched hand.

'Good throw!' said Deirdre. 'Have you guys ever played slow pitch softball?'

Frankenstein sat Semester's head on his knee, poured whisky into the cap, then dabbed some around his nose and gently poured a little onto his lips and into his mouth.

'This shite'll wake anybody up,' he muttered.

A second or two, a cough, and then Semester was choking and spluttering, forcing himself to sit up. Frankenstein thumped him on the back, Semester pulled himself away from the detective and dragged himself up onto his knees. He looked at Frankenstein, the horror of his last waking moment still on his face, then down at the bottle of Teachers in Frankenstein's hands.

'Christ, did you have to?' he asked.

'You all right?' said Frankenstein.

'Aye,' said Semester. 'Where's the barman?' And he looked past Frankenstein and Deirdre and saw the slumped, decapitated body of Kent Carrington.

'Aw Jesus. He was a dull man,' said Semester, 'but he didn't deserve that.'

'Come on,' said Frankenstein, 'we need to keep moving.'

He helped Semester to his feet. Proudfoot was still leaning against the wall, but had at last allowed herself to look round, giving her some relief at the sight of Semester still standing. Barney Thomson came round from the other side of the bar. Blood on his shoes. Fred was examining the clean cut-off marks of the severed head of Kent Carrington. Selma was down on the floor, beside the bar, looking for clues.

'Right,' said Frankenstein. 'Let's head out. Stick close together. We head for the boatyard.'

'Aha!' exclaimed Selma from the floor, and she stood up, rubbing her thumb and forefinger together.

Frankenstein looked at her with curious agitation.

'I think I might just have found the clue that solves this mystery!' exclaimed Selma.

The others all stared at her. Fred and Deirdre smiled.

'Well, Miss fucking Marple, are you going to tell us what it is?' said Frankenstein.

'I need one more clue and I'll be sure,' said Selma, 'and I think we might just find it at the boatyard!'

'Super,' said Fred, 'let's go.'

And the three agents from MI6 headed quickly out into the night. Frankenstein hesitated a second, looking at the three left in the bar.

'Didn't I say the boatyard?' he said. 'I said the boatyard, and now fucking Catwoman there, the ace defective, solves the mystery. God, these people are pissing me off.'

The Dostoevsky Theory

––––––––
Igor, Bernard and The Dog With No Name were still creeping around the boatyard in the middle of the night. Igor had become the de facto leader, not a position with which he was particularly comfortable, but it made sense given the rest of the crew.
They had stumbled over anchors and masts, bumped into boats, tripped over tarpaulins. Igor was beginning to lose faith. He had sensed the danger and evil inherent in the night, and had thought that the same sixth sense would inevitably lead him to it. Instead, he was stumbling around the boatyard, one of three Stooges, having to accept that he had no real idea of what he was doing.

'Maybe we should go inside one of the sheds,' said Bernard, tapping him on the shoulder. Bernard had continued to talk to him throughout, ignoring the fact that Igor couldn't hear him and was making no effort to understand. This time, however, Bernard pointed at the door which they were passing to make sure he got his point across.

Igor slumped a little beneath his hump. Of course they had to go inside, but for some reason he had been avoiding it. Would inside one of these dark, dank sheds make him feel even more claustrophobic than he did out here?

He held up his hand in acknowledgement, put his hand on the door handle hoping it would be locked. It turned slowly. He pushed the door open. The shed was in total darkness. They couldn't see five inches in front of them, never mind the few feet of visibility they had outside.

'Like, wow, man,' said Bernard, 'this is so creepy. You OK, Dog With No Name?'

The dog let out a low whimper. Igor waved his hand at them to quieten them down, but they couldn't see it. Bernard fumbled around on the wall by the door until he found the light switch.

Click!

Igor turned and looked at him, bathing the place in light not being part of his plan. Bernard quickly closed the door behind him, the Dog With No Name shuffling into the cramped space.

'Like, come on, my little hunchbacked buddy, it was like super-creepy with no lights on.'

Igor looked daggers at him, but didn't turn the light off. The damage, if there was to be any, had been done. The three of them turned and looked round the cramped shed. Packed full of tools and boating equipment, the same shed in which Frankenstein had talked to Bladestone earlier in the day. Inevitably the three pairs of eyes were drawn to the mark on the wall where, until a few days previously, the axe had hung, its outline still clear on the wall.

'Like, oh my gosh!' said Bernard. 'It's even creepier with the lights on!'

The Dog With No Name buried into his leg, its head lowered. Igor glanced quickly around the rest of the shed. Through the jumble of all kinds of everything that filled the place, there were two doors at either end of the room. One directly in front of them, somewhere that was obviously frequently used, a clear passageway leading through the stramash of equipment. The path to the door at the back was littered with junk.

'Arf,' muttered Igor, indicating with his hand.

Walking past the axe-mark on the way, he led them to the first door. Pushed it open. The small room flooded with dull light from the rest of the shed. Big shadows and dark corners. A sink, a table top, a small fridge. Igor looked around, this insignificant kitchen itself packed with all sorts of spare parts and other assorted workshop paraphernalia.

Bernard poked his head over Igor's hump. The Dog With No Name looked between Igor's legs.

'Like, wow, man,' said Bernard, 'there's a fridge!'

Igor backed off, as the other two raced round either side of him to examine the contents of the fridge. They flung the door open, and tried not to allow themselves to be too disappointed with the results.

Milk and cheese, a bit of margarine.

'It's all dairy, man,' said Bernard, and then, just to bring a little more brightness into his room, he noticed the small loaf sitting in amongst a selection of socket wrenches on the worktop.

'Like, wow!' he said. 'Looks like we might be having a sandwich after all, Dog With No Name, old buddy.'

The Dog With No Name barked. Igor left them to it, walked through the shed and started picking his way across the quagmire of equipment and tools and general workshop mayhem which littered the floor between him and the door at the rear of the room. Stumbled a couple of times, went over on his ankle. The single bare light bulb which hung in the entrance to the shed cast long shadows here; a lot of the smaller items which littered the floor were obscured. Igor, treading carefully, reached the door.

Tried the handle. It turned but the door would not open. He pushed harder. Finally planted his feet and put his shoulder against it. Suddenly, with a loud creak and a scraping along the floor, the door flew back and Igor tumbled into the small dark room at the back of the shed.

He stood for a second, staring into the darkness, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the light. Could make out the flat surface of a table, not much else.

Beneath the table, something scraped along the ground. Igor, heart in mouth, ready for action, fumbled for the light switch.

*** 

They walked quickly, knowing the killer was ahead of them, convinced that they were moving in the same direction. None of them really wanted to meet the killer head on, none of them had the faintest idea what they would do once confronted with the swinging axe of death. Except Fred, who was full of plans and schemes, although most of them consisted of somehow tripping the fiend up, pulling his mask off, handing the villain over to the proper authorities, and then heading for the nearest café for a celebratory milk shake and muffin.

'Why that bar?' said Frankenstein, walking quickly beside Barney, Proudfoot tucked in just behind them. 'Why that café?'

'I don't know,' said Barney. 'It's a sleepy town, but there's always weird shit going on in any place. There were rumours that some little secret society used it as a meeting place, but we all assumed it was just small town trivial business. We've had that kind of thing here before.'

'Aha! That might just be the other clue we've been needing!' said Selma, with some finality.

'You think?' said Barney. 'Fantastic.'

'Wonderful,' said Frankenstein, brusquely. 'Who was in this society?'

'Can't help you,' said Barney. 'Don't know what they did, don't know who was in it. Like I said, we've had this sort of business here before, and that kind of thing never, never repays curiosity.'

Frankenstein grunted.

'I suppose you're about to tell us who the man in the mask is?' he snarled at Selma.

'It's not a man in a mask,' she said with triumph. 'It's an actual old gentleman with the strength of a man a quarter of his age.'

'Gee, Selma, you think?' said Fred. Fred was convinced it was a man in a mask.

Frankenstein shook his head and walked on. Wishing that he had armed himself, or that there were at least armed officers on the island, so that they could just blast the killer first, then worry about who exactly he was when he was lying flat on his back, twitching.

They walked on, passing the football field, only a couple of hundred yards or so from the boatyard. Tension palpable.

'I reckon,' said Deirdre, 'that this time we might just be dealing with a genuine one hundred and fifty year-old Russian novelist, and if we're looking to apportion blame, we need look no further than the nuclear power station right across the water. The papers are right, there's something weird out there and the government's to blame.'

They all turned and looked in the direction of Hunterston B nuclear reactor, although of course they couldn't see five yards of the mile and a half that separated them.

'Usually people theorise about two-headed fish and giant amphibians,' said Frankenstein caustically.

'Well that may be,' said Deirdre, 'but how can any of us say? We all know that the beaches and the sea within twenty miles of all Britain's nuclear power stations are completely ruined. The government's been covering it up for decades. That's what they do. Could any of us be surprised if suddenly an aberrant mutant pre-Communist era author was accidentally created by these forces we can't possibly even seek to understand?'

Fred and Selma nodded seriously.

'You're insane,' said Frankenstein.

'There's weirder shit than that, my friend,' said Fred. 'I've seen the files.'

Frankenstein grumbled, the MI6 collective walked on, shoulders back, ready for anything, and so they all descended into silence and strode towards the boatyard, determined to meet whatever fate lay in store.

Ship Of Fools

––––––––
The noise came again. Igor fumbled around on the wall, his movements becoming more frantic. A back room. Maybe there was no light switch. Another twitch of a foot, or something, a claw or a hand. He stepped to the wall, ran both his hands over it, coming up against cobwebs, disturbing huge spiders which had lain there unruffled for a long time.
A large black spider scuttled onto his hand and he brushed it away. He found a power point, moved his hand along the small ledge of wood. Another noise behind him. The foot scraped back and forth, back and forth, a frantic movement. One of Barney's ghosts?

He found the light switch, clicked it, another spider on the cuff of his jacket, looked under the table.

There were two men under there, bound together, back to back, arms strapped to their sides and strapped round two table legs. Their feet had been bound; large strips of grey tape had been strapped around their mouths.

Igor noticed the smell of urine and faeces, which had for some reason been hidden in the darkness. This back room was a prison, and these men had been here for some time.

He bent down and struggled with the tape around their mouths. Made a small gesture to them, returned to the workshop, lifted the first sharp implement that he could find, then returned to the back room and quickly slit the gags. And although it hadn't stopped either of them from breathing, they both immediately started panting, desperate for air in their mouths, to inhale large quantities at once.

Igor recognised them both. Colin Waites and Craig Brown, the two missing trawlermen. They must have been bound and gagged here for several days now. They would have trouble walking.

He cut the ropes on their feet and then the straps binding them to the table. The two men moved apart, crawling along the floor, legs and arms numb. Igor stood over them, and then thought of Bernard and the Dog With No Name in the other room, making sandwiches. He held up his finger to indicate that he would just be a minute.

The gate at the front of the yard creaked. Igor tensed. Waites and Brown started trying to drag themselves to their feet. Within seconds Bernard and the Dog With No Name were in the back room, sandwiches abandoned.

'Like, did you hear...,' began Bernard, and then he saw the two guys struggling to their knees and breathed in the stench of the room.

'Like, wow! I'm guessing you two are the guys from the trawler!' said Bernard.

'Who are you?' said Waites.

'Bernard! My name's Bernard,' said Bernard. 'We're MI6.'

'Arf,' muttered Igor darkly.

'Fucking government,' said Waites.

Igor put his finger to his lips and indicated outside. Waites nodded. Bernard glanced out the door, then looked into the small, spider-ridden, malodorous room that was their only other option. Neither called to him as much as running away as fast as he could in any direction.

Igor glanced round the door and looked across the ten yards of cluttered workshop floor to the light switch, then he pointed at Bernard and pointed at the switch.

'Me? I don't think so,' said Bernard. 'Dog With No Name, will you do it for some Unnamed Snacks?'

The Dog With No Name shook its head.

'If you're worried about the guy in the mask,' said Craig Brown, from underneath his matt of shaggy hair, 'it hardly matters, he can see in the dark.'

'You've seen The Incredible Captain Death?' exclaimed Bernard.

Igor poked him and put his fingers to his lips.

'The Incredible Captain Death?' said the other two in unison.

Igor looked around them all, making the quiet! sign. There weren't many times in his life that Igor wished he could speak. He enjoyed his existence, hiding behind deafness and his hump and an inability to communicate like most of the rest of humanity. And now that his life was filled with Barney Thomson and Garrett Carmichael, two people who understood everything he tried to say but couldn't articulate, it didn't seem to matter. However, every now and again there came moments when he wished, to the bottom of his very soul, that he had the capability to shout at people, explain everything in thirty seconds and, more than anything else, tell them to shut up.

Not that shouting at anyone to tell them to shut up because you want them to be quiet as there's potentially a masked murderer in the yard actually makes any sense. It would have been nice to have had the option, however.

The others in this dim little back room all nodded and looked slightly sheepish. People always assumed that Igor would be a follower rather than a leader. He gave them another harsh look and then edged round the corner of the door.

'Igor?' whispered Craig Brown from behind. Igor turned, a look of annoyance on his face. A look that suddenly died. 'What happened to Ally?'

Igor's face changed. He couldn't speak, but wouldn't have had to say anything in this situation in any case.

'Shit,' muttered Waites.

'I'm sorry,' Igor silently mouthed.

He dropped his eyes and turned back to the door. There would be time for regret and sadness later, but for the moment he sensed the inherent danger.

He looked across the cluttered main room of the shed. Were they going to hide in this dim muddle all night? Looked at his watch. It wasn't even ten o'clock. The fog had made it seem like it had been evening forever, and yet only a few hours had passed. There were still another ten before dawn, and what then? What if this clawing fog was still in place?

He stared at the door, the door which led back out into the gloom. That was really their only option. Get out of here, and get across the road to one of the hotels. See if there was a free room where Waites and Brown could clean up. Hope there was some police presence there. Notify the families of the missing fishermen. At last, some light in the darkness of this horrible few days.

He turned, finger to his lips again and beckoned them all to follow him. Exaggeratedly mouthed be careful! as he indicated the floor. Another pause to see that they were actually going to follow him, as he was not used to leading, and then he turned and started edging his way through the minefield towards the door.

Immediately Bernard banged his knee off a small wooden cabinet, a dull thud, and he hopped comically on one leg while the others looked daggers at him.

'Like, sorry, man!' he whispered.

And then, as they all turned away and started to pick their slow and meandering path through the debris, came another sound from outside. The same as before. The slow, agonising creak of the front gate as it was pushed painfully open. Hearts skipped beats. Everyone looked at Igor, eyes full of fear.

Hesitation, then another sign from Igor, and they started once more to mince slowly across the floor. Seconds passed, nerves held. The two fisherman feeling lost and confused, facing up to the death of their friend, uncomfortable, legs cramped and stiff. Bernard and The Dog With No Name, hungry and scared, and wishing they were back in London, working in an office chasing down distant drug rings and unseen terrorists. Igor, trying to be sure of himself, trying to have a belief in his own abilities to lead this sorry gang of fools out of this place. How could they believe in him if he didn't believe in himself?

They collected at the door. Igor looked them over, and then started indicating with sweeping hand manoeuvres that he intended switching off the light, opening the door and heading out of the boatyard.

'Cool, charades!' said Bernard. 'Light, light. The Unbearable Lightness of Being?'

The Dog With No Name nudged him.

'Switch?' said Bernard. 'You think it's switch? The Switches of Eastwick?'

Igor started cutting his hand across his throat, amazed as most other people were when they met Bernard and discovered his chosen occupation. To give him some due, however, he could keep a secret.

'Beheading...beheading...The Texas Chainsaw Massacre?'

Colin Waites clamped his hand on Bernard's shoulder.

'Shut up,' he said, with great deliberation. 'You're an MI6 muppet. The man is trying to say that he will turn the light out, we will go outside and leave this place. Fucking capiche?'

Bernard nodded.

'Did you just say capiche?' said Craig Brown.

Igor once more drew a dramatic hand across his neck to silence everyone. They all acknowledged the leader, then Igor quickly put one hand on the door handle and turned off the light. He waited a second, could hear the whimper of the Dog With No Name in the darkness behind him, and then slowly began to lower the handle.

Just outside the door, something scraped along the ground. Another muffled sound. Igor froze.

The Breaking Of The Guard

––––––––
Despite the thick fog, the killer moved easily between the boats, knowing every anchor, every mast, every misplaced nautical item left sitting around the yard. He had a small bag, and every so often he would bend down, turn something over or empty out a small metal tube and place it inside. The bag was slowly filling up.
Beneath his Dostoevsky mask, which he had specially ordered through www.noveltydeadrussiannovelistmasks.com some weeks previously, when his demonic plans had first come to him in the form of a strange and powerfully dark dream, the killer was working his way towards his goal. The operation was at an end. He would clear up on the profits. There would be none of the other ten to share in the bounty or talk to the police. Only dear old Cudge and the two fishermen bound and gagged beneath the table to be taken care of. He had so far been unable to bring himself to dispose of the youthful Brown and Waites, but the time was getting close.

Having worked his way down the line of boats, he came to the small building at the end of the row and stood outside the door. He clutched the small bag in one hand and reached out for the door handle with the other.

*** 

Igor looked at the others, but now, with the light off, he could no longer see them, even though they stood only a few feet away, such was the intensity of the darkness inside the shed.

He steeled himself. He had had to put up with much in life, the deaf, mute hunchback's lot. Whatever demon waited for him outside, whatever man in a mask stood on the threshold of this door, regardless of what that man might have done to anyone else in this town, Igor could handle it.

Looking through the darkness, imagining the frightened faces of his small, ragtag army, Igor said with vigour, verve and panache, 'I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips, straining upon the start. The game's afoot! Follow your spirit and, upon this charge cry, 'God for Igor, Scotland and St Andrew!''

Sadly this bold, if highly derivative, rallying call came out only as 'Arf!'

Igor faced the door, handle still depressed, could hear further movement outside, and, heart in mouth, stomach churning, pulled the door open.

Detective Chief Inspector Frankenstein would later admit that he damned near died of fright. He hadn't actually noticed Igor the deaf, mute hunchback on the island before and creeping around a boatyard in thick fog with a deranged lunatic killer on the loose wasn't the best time to get his initial introduction.

He staggered more than stepped back into Barney Thomson, directly behind him. Igor stared at him. The Dog With No Name bravely poked its head out of the door, followed by Bernard and the two fishermen.

'Fuck,' said Frankenstein loudly, a sharp crack of the word, not even swallowed up by the density of the fog. 'Who the fuck are you?'

'Arf!' said Igor.

'Igor,' said Barney, 'my assistant. Jesus, Colin and Craig! You guys ok?'

'Jesus?' said Bernard. 'Jesus is here?'

Craig Brown nodded.

'Physically, I suppose,' said Colin Waites, 'but mentally we're screwed. Probably need post-traumatic stress counselling for decades. And we smell like shit.'

Barney smiled. That was the Colin Waites he knew.

'We should get you across the road to one of the hotels, get you cleaned up, call your families.'

'Hi guys!' said Fred, appearing behind.

The Dog With No Name barked.

'Freddie!' said Bernard, relieved that his own people had arrived.

The gang, now suddenly grown to eleven in number, twelve including the Dog With No Name, gathered in a circle outside the door of the workshop.

'So, you're Waites and Brown,' said Frankenstein, looking between the two fishermen. 'I know you want to get away from here, but this guy has murdered at least three people tonight. You need to tell me everything you can that might possibly help us. Everything.'

Craig Brown's head twitched. He looked blankly to the side of Frankenstein's head. He wasn't saying anything about the mask of Fyodor Dostoevsky. Waites squeezed his arm. Barney and Proudfoot recognised the look on their faces, wanted to intervene to save them from this at this time, but they knew they couldn't. The guy was still out there and Frankenstein had to push them for everything they could think of.

The MI6 gang waited excitedly for anything that might be a new clue.

'There were three of you on the boat,' said Frankenstein. Aware that they couldn't stand there forever but knowing he had to gently ease one of them in to talking about their ordeal.

Waites stared at the ground.

'There were four,' he said.

Frankenstein and Proudfoot looked surprised. The MI6 gang perked up.

'I knew it!' said Selma.

Frankenstein glanced round sharply at her. His face demanded an explanation, but she was too busy making notes in a small book. No time for getting into an argument with the security services. He turned back quickly to Waites.

'Who was the fourth?'

Waites looked uncomfortably at his fellow fisherman, but Brown was staring randomly off into the mist. There was no way back for him, at least not this evening.

'An Irish guy,' he said. 'Crichton, Gram Crichton.'

'What happened to him?' said Frankenstein.

Waites swallowed. Dry mouth. Stared at the floor.

'He got him. The guy in the mask. It was a thick fog out, thick as this. We were coming through the Kyles, puttering. So slow. Then a boat came alongside. Right in beside us. Touching us. But there didn't seem to be anyone on board. Gram says he'll go over and take a look. Just as he steps on board, we're all watching, this guy leaps up out of nowhere, axe held above his head...'

He swallowed again, reliving the moment, the scene, for the thousandth time in the past five days, although this was the first time he'd been in a position to put it into words.

'Swipes the guy's head off?' said Frankenstein.

Waites nodded.

'Clean...' he began, and his voice drifted off.

'And what happened to Deuchar?' said Frankenstein quickly, worried that if he lost Waites for five seconds, it could be forever.

'The guy came on deck,' he said, each word forced out, each strand of the memory dragged from some place in his head where he had tried to hide it away. 'We were all scared. He just stood there. It was like a fucking horror movie. Fucking creepy. Then he steps forward, turns the axe head round and whacked me and Craig on the napper. Hardly had time to move. We woke up back there, tied together, in the pitch black. I didn't even know where we were until we saw Igor.'

'Deuchar?' repeated Frankenstein.

Waites shook his head.

'Just before I got whacked, I saw him collapse. I didn't know what it was. Fainted. Heart attack. I don't know.'

His head dropped. Frankenstein gave him a second. All the time he could feel it though. The menace was out there and, more probably, in here. In the boatyard, possibly only yards away through the mist.

'Who was Gram Crichton?' said Frankenstein.

Waites stared at the ground. The others were becoming restless. They could sense it too. The lurking menace, the foreboding evil. Frankenstein took a step forward, held Waites' arms.

'Who was Gram Crichton?'

'We picked him up in Ireland,' said Waites, his voice beginning to break. It didn't matter who Gram Crichton was or why they had picked him up. All he could see was the look on Crichton's face as his head spiralled through the air.

Craig Brown stared into the fog.

'We were smuggling diamonds,' said Waites eventually.

Frankenstein stared at him, mouth open. Beside him Selma gave a little squeal of excitement. Frankenstein turned sharply.

'You bastards knew about this all along?'

'We're MI6, my friend,' said Fred. 'We know everything.'

Frankenstein stepped closer, away from Waites, getting into Fred's face.

'And you couldn't share that information, you bastard?'

'You were investigating the murders,' said Fred. 'We left you to it. We did our part, you did yours, and now the two investigations have come together. We can share clues!'

Frankenstein felt his blood pressure shooting, the anger pinballing around inside his head far outweighing any feelings of trepidation and impending death. He stabbed his finger into Fred's chest.

'Stick your fucking clues up your stupid arse,' he said, teeth bared.

Fred nodded, mind already working. Memo to Vauxhall Bridge: add DCI Frankenstein to the list.

Igor felt it first. He turned quickly. The others noticed the movement. Eyes, heads followed the look, a frightened stare towards the row of boats, albeit boats which were still obscured by the fog.

Brown looked up for the first time since coming into the assembled group, his face engulfed by terror. He was back.

No time to move. None of them.

The killer was upon them, axe held high above his head, charging into their midst, brutality in mind. The group split asunder. The killer headed straight for Fred of MI6.

'You don't frighten me!' said Fred boldly, standing tall, braced to tackle his masked assailant head on.

The killer swung the axe, a beautiful parabolic swipe, cutting through the mist and then cutting through Fred's neck with ease and grace and panache. Fred's body collapsed instantly, his head toppling off with some force, a few feet from his body.

'Like, wow, Fred!' yelped Bernard. 'Are you all right, buddy?'

Selma and Deirdre took one look at Fred's scuppered body and turned and legged it into the mist. Which is what the others had already done, Barney Thomson included. Fred was gone. There was nothing to be done to help him now.

The killer stood over Bernard. He bent forward, the contempt on his face evident despite the latex.

'Fucking MI6,' he muttered, and then he himself turned and ran headlong into the mist.

The small gathering had completely dispersed. All that remained of the circle outside the door of the boatyard workshop was the crumpled and decapitated body of Fred of MI6, blood spilling out into a pool on the ground. Bernard stood over him, the Dog With No Name nuzzled in beside his leg.

The Four Corners

––––––––
Colin Waites grabbed Craig Brown by the arm and pulled him away. No idea where they were heading, they stumbled across the gate at the exit of the boatyard, out into the small lane leading on to the main road round the island. Confused, frightened, disorientated and hurting. But away from the boatyard, and safe.
Selma and Deirdre ran around wildly, not knowing where they were going, scared and bewildered. It just wasn't like Fred to get his head cut off like that. It would not be long, after a few frantic seconds of bumping into boats and tripping over masts, before they would have gone a full short circle, and would be back beside Bernard and the Dog With No Name and Fred, in his state of bloody woe.

The police contingent, Dr Trio Semester and Igor in tow, rushed to the side in convoy, running into a brick wall, and staying pressed up against it, breathing hard, listening for any further commotion in the fog.

Barney Thomson dashed out of the way, no idea in which direction he'd run. Tripped over something metal, fell against the side of a wooden boat, straightened himself up. Looked around into the heart of the mist. Heart thumping, but the composure was still there. Tense but not afraid. He could hear stumbling, no voices. A flight through the mist, someone moving swiftly between the boats. A few frantic seconds, and then everything had died down.

Silence.

He became aware of the sound of his breathing and made the conscious effort to slow it down, to take slow deep breaths. Clenched and unclenched his fists. Channelled the tension, let the cold sweat pass.

The message on the wall of the café had been there for a reason. This whole thing, whatever it was, seemed to be as much about him. The killer was out there for him, to toy with him. Maybe he and the killer were entwined in a way that he had yet to work out. His ghosts had not been arriving over a long period, building to this conclusion. Whatever unsettled feelings he might have had before this past week, there had been no dark mirrors of the soul into which he could gloomily stare, until precisely the evening, perhaps even precisely the time, that the crew of the trawler Bitter Wind had been laid waste.

And so, with his mind working to some sort of inevitable conclusion, he was neither surprised nor frightened when a tall figure began to appear through the mist, although he still found himself pressing back against the wooden hull of the Golden Cavalier III, as if he might be able to merge into the boat and make himself invisible.

The man in black emerged fully from the mist and stood before Barney. Two feet between them, the rubber Dostoevsky mask curled into a smile.

Barney considered his options. The classic fight or flight? But that wasn't why the two of them were standing here. There would be no fight, and flight was clearly pointless. It would be the third option in the adrenaline-fuelled, testosterone-laden situation. Dialogue.

'Not running, Barney?' said Dostoevsky.

Recognised the voice. The same as the old man who had come in for a haircut and sat in the front of the DCI's car. An older version, he now realised, of the young guy who had come in looking for a Bruce Willis.

'Nowhere to go,' said Barney.

Dostoevsky laughed.

'At last you've woken up to the ultimately bloody consequences of your fate.'

Barney glanced to the side. Briefly wondered what had happened to the rest of them. At least while this monster was here, the others would be safe. Did he keep him talking until the fog cleared and the morning came?

'You don't think I brought the fog?' said Dostoevsky, still smiling.

Despite himself, despite the previous inner calm which had not seemed forced, Barney Thomson felt the first surge of fear, rising from his stomach like a tornado through his insides.

'Oh, how sweet,' said Dostoevsky, 'you've finally realised you should be afraid.'

The eyes burrowed into Barney as they had back in the car, and this time Barney knew there was no point in closing his eyes. There was no way to escape the gaze. He just had to straighten up, face what was coming, deal with it as he could.

The smile dropped. The mask twisted into a sneer.

'You think you can beat me, Barney Thomson?'

Barney tried to close his mind to positive and negative thoughts alike. An empty mind.

'I don't have to,' he said. 'I can just walk away.'

Dostoevsky snarled, then struck quickly, a swift blow with the right fist. Barney ducked, but the fist whistled straight through his head. He staggered back upright, disconcerted by the feeling of having had a hand pass through his brain. Dostoevsky laughed harshly, maniacally, deliriously. Barney rested his head back against the wooden hull.

Again a fist flew at him, this time thumping him harshly on the nose, trapping his head against the wood, a brutal blow. His nose broken. His knees buckled, then he straightened up quickly. Stopped himself lifting his hand to his nose.

'Very brave.' The smile, the sneer vanished. The eyes once more engulfed Barney, so that the searing pain in his nose seemed to vanish. Then slowly Dostoevsky lifted his right hand, pressed it against Barney's neck, a solid grasp of the fingers, and pinned Barney back against the hull of the boat.

'It's time, Barney Thomson. Time to give up your soul.'

'I don't owe you anything,' said Barney sternly. Bravely.

Another laugh. The clenched hand stayed in place around Barney's throat, but again there was a switch in tone.

'You were lost, Barney. You needed help. You were alone in a shop with a dead body, a body that you had murdered. You, no one else. You didn't even need me for that. And I came to your rescue.'

'My mother helped me,' said Barney, gritting his teeth. The grip on his throat beginning to tighten. 'My mother, no one else.'

'Your mother? Your mother with six bodies in her freezer?' The tone turned harsh once more, the fingers squeezed. 'And who do you think was inside your mother? Who is in all evil? I didn't invent this stupid, pathetic little diamond smuggling operation. I didn't decide that one member of this worthless gang of thieves was going to kill all the others, but I am inherent in it all. I am in all evil. I am evil, Barney. You came to me for help and now it's time to pay back. For every crime, there is punishment.'

Barney stiffened his back, his shoulders, the look in his eye.

'No I fucking didn't,' he said slowly.

'Give in to it, Barney, a wondrous eternity awaits you. In Hell.'

Barney squeezed his eyes shut, tried to dredge something from the pits of his memory. He could never win this with strength.

His nose throbbed, his arms hung limply by his sides, he could barely breathe. The grip was tightening. He was being toyed with to the end.

'I have followed you around, Barney Thomson. You have reacted so well in the face of the grim realities of this awful life. I even brought you back when you were taken from me too soon. All those questions about your life to which you cannot find the answers, I am the answer, Barney.'

'Why now?' said Barney. Did he care, or was he just saying something, anything, to extend the agony?

'It's been ten years, Barney. Quite long enough, don't you think? The Bank of Hell doesn't like to wait too long before cashing in on its promises.'

Barney looked into the dark, bottomless eyes of Fyodor Dostoevsky. What was behind the mask? Maybe there was no mask.

'Too high a price is asked for evil,' said Barney, his voice a barely audible croak, battling against the tightening fist. 'It's beyond our means to pay so much to enter. And so I hasten to give back my entrance ticket...'

Barney took a sharp breath as the firm grasp relaxed a fraction. The masked head lay slightly to the side. Fyodor Dostoevsky stared at Barney with a vague look of curiosity. Then suddenly the grip of the fingers relaxed completely, the hand fell, and the latex face of the Russian novelist disintegrated into laughter. And yet, the eyes stayed on Barney the whole time. They kept their grip.

Barney, still pressed against the hull of the Golden Cavalier III, stared at him. Not knowing which way to think, knowing that there was still nowhere to go and that he remained at his whim.

The laughter switched off as quickly as it had started, replaced by a look, a strange mixture of suspicion and enthralment.

'You paraphrase?' he said coldly.

Barney nodded. All those years pointlessly studying the 19th century Germans and Russians hadn't necessarily been for nothing.

'Of course, I know you know that stuff,' said Dostoevsky, and he flicked his hand airily in the mist. 'Perhaps you have qualities that I never suspected in the beginning. Maybe I can wait a little longer. Delay the execution. Have a little more......fun.'

Barney looked at him, a look of contempt that he couldn't keep from his face. He didn't want a stay of anything. He wanted his absurd life resolved.

'Exactly,' said Dostoevsky, smiling. 'Why would I possibly give you what you want?'

The eyes flashed. He took a step back, away from Barney.

'And while we stood, so bold and energised, but five seconds have passed,' he said, and he snapped his fingers. 'Time to get back to work. Bilbo's the word, and slaughter will ensue!'

'That's not Dostoevsky,' said Barney.

The man in black put his hand to his own neck this time, the shoulders hunched lower, he seemed to shrink in stature.

'Who the fuck said I was Dostoevsky?'

He whipped the mask off and, for the briefest of seconds, a quick flash of horror in the fog, Barney Thomson was looking into the eyes and into the laughing face of his own, dead mother.

And in the blinking of an eye, she was gone, swallowed up by the mist.

*** 

The police collective pressed against the brick wall, breathing sharply, trying to control the fear.

'Bastards,' said Frankenstein eventually. 'They knew the subtext of this thing. We've been going up our own backsides for days trying to work it out, and they knew all along there'd been a fourth person on that boat. Diamond smuggling for fuck's sake.'

He was angry, angry at everyone, angry at the situation, angry that his life had been taken over by this preposterous killer on the rampage.

'We need to find this guy in the next two minutes,' he said, then he turned and looked along the line of unwilling lieutenants. 'I remember from this morning another door along here. Maybe an office or something.'

'Arf,' nodded Igor in agreement.

'Right. We go inside, get a light on, see if anything's doing, regroup.' He breathed deeply. Had no real gut feeling for what they should do, but had to do something. Another pause, a moment's hesitation, hoping perhaps that someone, anyone, was going to suggest something more constructive. 'Right, come on.'

He began to inch along the wall, Igor, Proudfoot and Semester in tow.

'I'm too old for this shit,' said Semester from the back, and then he started to giggle. Frankenstein glanced over his shoulder, ruefully shaking his head. 'Always wanted to say that,' Semester added, still giggling.

'Thought you said it every night with the wife?' quipped Frankenstein from the head of the queue.

'And if the woman didn't keep renewing my Viagra subscription, I might get away with it.'

Proudfoot glanced at Igor. 'Don't think we'd get away with talking in class,' she said.

'Keep it down,' snapped Frankenstein, by way of confirmation.

'Arf.'

They crept on, a short stretch of wall that seemed to take much longer than they'd thought. The noises of the others had died away. They seemed once again to be alone in the mist and fog. The killer was out there, somewhere, but they didn't know where. The MI6 gang, one down, and still stumbling around in the dark, looking for clues. And food. The two rescued fisherman, taken from the frying pan and dropped callously into the fire. Barney Thomson lost in the mist

They reached the door. From the small window beside it, a dim light shone. Frankenstein looked over his shoulder.

'OK. Deep breath. We charge. If he's in there, it's no big deal. Just any old guy in a mask. We all need to tackle him at once, all four of us, we go for the guy. If we stand there like a bunch of lemons, he'll pick us off.'

'I am too old for that shit,' said Semester.

'Too bad,' said Frankenstein. 'I'll buy you a pint after. If you're not dead.'

'You have confidence you won't be?'

Frankenstein gave him the look, then turned quickly, sprang up, leant on the handle and pushed the door open, charging in full pelt. The rest of them followed, suddenly on the hoof, hearts pounding. Igor and Proudfoot, Semester at the back.

They careered in wildly, nearly taking the door from its hinges, and stood rowdily in the middle of the small office, low lit by a tiny lamp at the back of the room, a ragtag army, ready to fight.

Diamonds

––––––––
Cudge Bladestone looked up from behind the cluttered desk. Sweating profusely, clothes dishevelled, eyes manic. Fumbling about with a small bag. He pushed back in his seat, swallowed, demonically stared around the four assorted police officers, pathologists and hunchbacks. The four assorted police officers, pathologists and hunchbacks stared back.
'What the fuck do you want?' said Bladestone, after a few seconds of Mexican stand-off.

Frankenstein didn't answer, turned and started to look around the room.

'Come on,' he said hurriedly, 'look for the stupid mask. Anything.'

He moved quickly into the other room. Despite the sweaty, guilty exterior of the man at the desk, the prime suspect he'd had pegged for the man behind the Dostoevsky mask was not sitting there looking like someone who had just severed the head of an MI6 agent. He looked like he was as scared as the rest of them.

A quick look in the other room. Proudfoot followed him, then Frankenstein came back through. Stared angrily at Bladestone.

'What are you hiding?' he demanded. 'Now!'

Bladestone's tongue snaked out to lick nervous lips. No words. Frankenstein took another step towards the desk, leant over him.

Footsteps at the door and everyone turned, hearts at the ready. Barney Thomson stepped uneasily into the light, quickly assessed the situation. Looked at Igor and Detective Sergeant Proudfoot and silently asked the question if they were all right, at the same time waved away the concern on their faces about his bruised and bloodied nose.

Frankenstein watched Barney for a second, was aware how easily someone could appear from the fog, then turned back to Bladestone, Barney now coming to stand at his shoulder.

'Show me what's in the bag,' Frankenstein said sternly.

'Have you got some sort of warrant?' said Bladestone desperately.

'Careful, Frank,' said Semester from behind, a sudden calm and measured voice in amongst the turmoil and angst. 'You have to be able to get a conviction.'

Frankenstein tensed, breath coming in a hard exhalation. Bladestone stared at him, eyes relaxing, just a flicker.

'You police have your rules,' he said. 'Don't you?'

Voice the colour of a snake. Frankenstein imagined whipping a .44 from his back pocket and blasting Bladestone's head off. Clean off.

'We're not all the police, are we?' said a voice from the side.

Everyone looked at Barney. Frankenstein knew what was coming and was glad he hadn't had that plastic deputy badge to hand when enlisting Barney to the force.

'Fucking barber,' muttered Bladestone, and he clutched the bag more tightly to his chest. Barney had had enough death, murder, deceit and lies. He was no action hero, no tough guy, but he wanted this to be over with as quickly as possible. He wanted normality back, a subdued normality, and not this absurd, death-filled, death-fuelled normality which he now called his own.

Two steps, round the side of the desk, and he pounced on Bladestone. There was a flurry of arms and legs, but it was never going to take much. Barney didn't need to defeat Bladestone, didn't need to throw him down or get him in a headlock. He just needed to expose the contents of the bag.

He grabbed at the bag, took a boot in the stomach, another blow to the head, reeled but swung at Bladestone with his right arm at the same time. Caught Bladestone off balance. Pushed himself off the desk, fell towards Bladestone, made another grab.

The two men crashed together over the back of the chair, one pulled one way with the bag, the other in the opposite direction. The contents sprayed out, arching through the air, sparklingly beautiful, even in the dim light of the small desk lamp.

Diamonds.

Bladestone's head cracked off the wall. He crumpled onto the floor. Barney thudded into the wall, then pushed himself away from it, straightening up. Avoided the tangle of Bladestone's legs, looked down at his opponent, who lay on the floor, staring up angrily in defeat.

Frankenstein picked up one of the small diamonds which had fallen on the desk. Held it up to the light, looked through it. Didn't know what he was looking for, but for the moment, it didn't matter. A diamond was a diamond. Some of the story, if not exactly all of it, was unravelling this night, as the fog and the horrible feeling of demonic premonition had foretold.

'Where's the guy in the mask?' he said harshly.

Bladestone's eyes flitted frantically around the five of them, all now gathered above him.

'I don't know,' said Bladestone bitterly. 'I'm as scared of him as you.'

'Who said the fuck I was scared?' growled Frankenstein.

Suddenly the door burst open, thrown back, crashing into the wall. Selma and Deirdre came in, running full pelt.

'He's coming!' yelled Deirdre.

The men braced themselves. Barney caught Proudfoot's eye across the room and ran across quickly, through the sudden stramash of people, to put himself between her and whoever was about to come through the door. His mother?

Frankenstein stood firm, expected the MI6 girls to disappear into the back room. However they immediately crouched down on either side of the open door, primed for action, Selma with a short piece of rope in her right hand.

Further commotion through the mist, and then Bernard and The Dog With No Name came hurtling through the open door, wailing in terror.

'Like, oh my gosh!' yelled Bernard. 'The decapitator dude's coming this way! And he's super-mad!'

Bernard and The Dog With No Name were not stopping to get involved in the action. They burst through the crowd and disappeared into the small back room, which would be little protection at all, if the killer was to find his head.

They waited. A moment's pause. The briefest of seconds. Time suspended. They stood, braced for the apocalypse.

The mist parted. The masked figure in black emerged from the murkiness just outside the door, axe raised, feet flying across the ground.

Frankenstein, first in line, braced himself. Saw the flash of the axe. Noticed, with incredulity, that Selma had thrown an end of the rope across to Deirdre, and the two of them had pulled it taut, about a foot off the ground.

'Oh, for fuck's s...,' he began.

The killer burst through the door. Immediately his right leg caught in the rope. Deirdre and Selma held firm. The man in black flew forward, crashing down towards Frankenstein and Igor.

The detective and the deaf, mute hunchback lashed out at the same time. The killer hurtled towards the ground and, cast sideways, fell harshly against the edge of the desk. Banged his head with a loud thump. His whole upper body jerked awkwardly. The axe fell harmlessly to the floor. He groaned loudly, one leg twitching, a hand lifted defensively to his head. Frankenstein automatically struck out, kicking him brutally in the face so that the masked head snapped backwards, banging once more off the solid wood of the desk. And then Selma and Deirdre, using all their training and experience, leapt upon the killer with the rope, and quickly tied the legs together, tight aching knots. Another piece of rope was produced from Deirdre's pockets, and this one was tightly wound around the killer's midriff, binding his flailing arms to his sides.

And with that, the masked killer, who had so terrorized the small island community for the previous few days, was perched up against the table, trapped and bound.

Barney Thomson stared down at the beaten figure that he had presumed to be Satan, and wondered who could possibly lie beneath the mask.

Everyone remained breathless with the action of the previous few seconds, waiting for something else to happen, some coda to the event. Bladestone looked down at the captured killer, astonished. Then he noticed that everyone else seemed to have been struck by some kind of stupor. One last chance to get away, he thought, some few diamonds still in the torn bag which he clasped to his chest. If he could just get out into the mist, he would have a perfect chance to get away.

Another short pause, the briefest of hesitations, and then he rose quickly, put his foot on the desk, hoisted himself up, skipped across and jumped down onto the office floor, just three feet from the door and freedom.

Unfortunately for Bladestone's aspirations, Frankenstein saw him coming all the way. As the man's feet hit the ground, Frankenstein delivered a cutting blow to his ankles which pitched him forward with a crash into the wall on the other side. Another head knock. This time he stayed down and looked groggily back around the room.

Another pause, as the room waited to see if this would be the last of the action. Barney turned to Proudfoot and squeezed her hand. Proudfoot, who had been in a daze since witnessing the murder of Sergeant Kratzenburg.

'You all right?' he asked.

She nodded. Couldn't speak.

'Can we come out now?' came Bernard's voice from the other room.

'Sure,' said Deirdre.

Bernard and The Dog With No Name came loping into the room. The crowd automatically gathered around the killer, his head slumped forward, bound at the feet and chest, strange little noises coming from behind the mask.

'Time to find out who Fyodor Dostoevsky really is,' said Selma.

Barney swallowed, wondering if the greying old wizened face of his mother was about to be presented to the public. Knew intrinsically that she was gone, the demon was gone.

Selma stepped forward, peeled away the latex at the neck and then with two hands, tugged the Fyodor Dostoevsky mask quickly up and over the head.

The assembled crowd stared in amazement.

'Mr. Andrew the hotel manager!' they all said.

'You were the diamond smuggler?' said Semester, who had been so welcomed into The Stewart Hotel.

'Yes,' said Andrew. 'And I would have gotten away with it, if it hadn't been for these meddling MI6 muppets.'

Frankenstein scowled. 'Fuck them,' he muttered. 'I was always going to get you, you bastard.'

And then he thought of the murder and havoc this man had wreaked, and forgetting that things were different in this day and age from the innocent times when he'd first joined the police, he stepped forward and kicked Andrew, the mild-mannered hotel manager, viciously in the face.

'Bastard,' he said, as the killer's head bounced back off the desk and slumped down onto the floor.

Barney Thomson, barber, had nothing to say. And while he could not in any way have articulated what had just happened to him this evening, he understood perfectly.

The demon, be it the Satan that waits at the crossroads to hand out eternal damnation in return for missing chords, or some other generic fiend who lives and inhabits every evil deed that is ever committed, was gone.

Not forever, and maybe not for long, but he had left this island for a while and he had left the life of Barney Thomson.

Like, It's A Wrap

––––––––
The fog lifted slowly through the night. Gradually the police reinforcements arrived. The authorities found their way to the island. The various crime scenes were closed down. The bodies of the dead and decapitated were gradually bagged up and removed. By the time the town woke up the following morning, it had what it wished for. The fog was gone, the killer had been arrested, there would be no more murders.
There was a big sky. From where Barney Thomson was sitting, there were large patches of blue, big bulbous white clouds, floating wisps of white and grey away to the south. The sea chopped and swelled.

He was on a bench to the town side of the boatyard, sitting with Proudfoot and Igor and Keanu, watching the sea. They had sat up through the night. Proudfoot had called home. Igor had gone to see Carmichael to tell her of the evening, and had just recently returned, clutching coffees and breakfast, Keanu in tow.

Barney had had his nose cracked painfully back into place, and then had sat through the night, watching the lifting of the fog and the gradual appearance of the day from behind bruised eyes. Hadn't spoken much to whoever was close by, and now the four of them had been sitting for a long time in silence.

Away to his left Barney heard voices. He turned and looked back towards the playpark at the end of the football field. Four people and a dog were walking towards them. The MI6 gang. He felt a slight shudder of surprise, until he realised that the fourth member, the blond man walking slightly ahead of the others, wasn't Fred. Some other, look-a-like officer of the security services, instantly drafted in on Fred's demise, he presumed.

'Keanu,' he said, turning back, and breaking the long silence, 'I have to admit that for a couple of awful minutes there, I had the horrible feeling that it was going to be you under that mask.'

Keanu smiled.

'Cool. But you know, I can dig dressing up in a mask, being someone else 'n' all, but cutting people's heads off...? That's a bad rap, man, I could never do stuff like that.'

Barney nodded. The others drank their coffee. Barney looked at his watch, realised that it was time that they opened the shop for the morning. Another day.

The MI6 collective closed in. Barney and Proudfoot shared a glance.

'Hi there!' said Selma.

'Like, hi guys!' said Bernard, 'coffee and doughnuts! Any going spare? Me and The Dog With No Name just had triple syrup blueberry pancakes, but we wouldn't say no to another bite, would we Dog With No Name?'

The dog barked. Igor held up an empty bag.

'This is Fred,' said Selma, indicating the blond man standing next to them. 'He came in early this morning to replace Fred who died last night. Help clear up the loose ends.'

Everyone looked at the new Fred.

'Hi, friends!' he said. 'This sure is some bad shit that went down. Glad I missed it, I guess. But hey, thanks for all your help in solving this investigation.'

The four on the bench stared at him. This new Fred wasn't a clone of the old one, not facially, but he had clearly been brought up by the same parents, gone to the same school, shopped in the same menswear department and been rodgered up the backside in the same secret service initiation ceremony.

'How many of them are you?' asked Keanu, and not even he was sure if he meant how many Fred's were there in MI6, or how many officers there were in the whole service.

'That's a secret, old buddy,' said Bernard.

'I'm not your...'

'So, you have what you wanted?' asked Barney.

'We sure do,' said Selma. 'We've been following this diamond operation for three years now, from Sierra Leone, via Amsterdam and Dublin, all the way to the jewellery shops of Great Britain. This was the final link in the chain.'

'Then a couple of weeks ago one of our colleagues on the continent jumped the gun and started closing the line up from the middle,' said Deirdre.

'And, like, everyone knows you can't do that,' chipped in Bernard.'

'Andrew the Mild-Mannered Hotel Manager knew that the whole operation was imploding, so he took himself out of the loop, then secretly intercepted the last trawlerful of contraband diamonds. Just too bad what happened to him.'

'Why did he dress up as Dostoevsky?' asked Proudfoot, asking the question that had been on her lips, while wondering what Deirdre had meant by the last remark. 'And why take the two guys prisoner when he was killing everyone else?'

The MI6 collective looked at each other. The Dog With No Name shrugged.

'When you've been in this game as long as we have,' said Deirdre, 'you'll come to realise that not everything has an explanation.'

'Like sure,' said Selma, 'sometimes life is like an episode of a kids TV show. Not everything adds up, not everything makes sense.'

'Arf,' muttered Igor.

'Exactly, my little hunchbacked friend,' said the new Fred.

A few more looks and then everyone turned and stared out to sea, the waves hurrying into shore. A couple of kids had appeared on the rocks to their right, buckets and small nets in hand, and they watched them for a short while. Finally, when one of the kids shouted, 'I've found the Incredible Captain Death's footprint!' it broke the spell, and the strange collection of people started shuffling about, knowing that there was a day to be getting on with.

'Right fellas!' said the new Fred, in an unusually loud voice. 'We need to get going. Gee, guys, like thanks for all your help, it sure was useful.'

'Like, totally,' said Bernard. 'Come on Dog With No Name, let's see if we can rustle up a peanut butter and sun-dried tomato meringue before we go.'

The Dog With No Name barked. Deirdre and Selma and Fred held up a hand of farewell.

'I hate myself for asking this,' said Barney, 'but why has the dog got no name?'

Bernard shrugged.

'Well, the big fella just turned up one day out of nowhere, and I looked at him and tried to think of a name, tried to think of something that would be suitable, but you know, I just didn't have a Scooby.'

He snapped his fingers, and with that the MI6 collective turned on their heels and walked quickly away back towards the football field.

They watched them go, the four people and a dog, speeding away with a youthful rush rather than a swagger.

'What did they mean when they said, too bad what happened to him?' asked Proudfoot.

No one knew. A shake of the head, a shrug of the shoulders.

'They kind of remind me of something but I can't think what it is,' said Keanu.

'Arf.'

Keanu looked round at Igor. Igor was looking at him, eyebrow raised. Keanu smiled.

'You just said that it was time we went and opened up the shop,' said Keanu. 'I got you at last! I am so geeked.'

Igor put his hand on Keanu's shoulder and nodded, then slowly got to his feet and looked at Barney.

'I'll be there in ten or fifteen minutes,' said Barney.

'Arf.'

'See you later, boss,' said Keanu. 'Sergeant,' he added, nodding at Proudfoot.

And then Igor and Keanu walked slowly away, Keanu's hand on Igor's shoulder as he chatted amiably.

Barney and Proudfoot turned back out to the restless, endless sea. Another absurd instance of mass murder in their lives was over, as if it should be commonplace in anyone's life. She checked her watch, glanced along the road. A police car was just coming down the hill from Cardiff Street, and she knew that Frankenstein would be coming to get her. Time, for her at least, to leave the island and get back to what she could salvage of her sanity.

'It doesn't explain your ghosts, does it?' she said to Barney. 'It doesn't explain the message on the wall of the café. What are we missing, Barney Thomson? And that beaut of a broken nose you've got there, you haven't said how you came by that.'

Barney stared at the water. It made sense to him now, but he had no desire to explain it to anyone else, or to drag anyone else into his mess. His demons were for him to deal with. Maybe now, at least, he had some of the answers to the mysteries of his life, even if he wasn't entirely sure that he wanted to believe in those answers.

'I don't know,' he said. 'I just want to forget about it for a while.'

'Did you sell your soul to Satan, Barney?'

Barney lowered his eyes, from the sea to the rocks to the grass at his feet. He lifted his hands in a phlegmatic gesture.

Footsteps to their left. Proudfoot looked round. Frankenstein walking quickly towards them across the grass. She squeezed Barney's hand.

'I'm going to have to go,' she said quietly. 'I like you Barney. You're not half as weird as the papers make out, but you know, I just hope that we never, ever meet again.'

He looked at her, smiling. She smiled back, shrugged and then took her hand away and looked up as Frankenstein arrived and stood beside them, although he too was drawn to look out at the sea.

'You ready to leave, Sergeant?' he asked.

She nodded.

'Get you off this stupid joint. Although,' he began, and he waved a hand over the sea, 'now that we've got the nutjob and the darkness has lifted...' and he let the sentence drift off.

'Where is he?' asked Proudfoot.

Frankenstein shook his head. He had managed to get an hour alone with Andrew the hotel manager in the Glasgow police station where he'd been taken in the middle of the night. He had got to the bottom of Andrew's paranoia and greed. He had learned the story of how this disparate crew of ten had come together to form a cabal, each with their own particular finger in the pie. He had learned about diamond smuggling and where the diamonds had been hidden and why the diamonds had been hidden. He had even managed to elicit some names of contacts in the city that they hadn't heard before. An hour of good quality revelations and information.

He had left the room, with two constables guarding Andrew the Mild Mannered Hotel Manager. And when he had returned to the room ten minutes later, Andrew the hotel manager and both of the constable were dead. All strangled.

No one had come in or out. There had been nothing recorded on the CCTV which watched over the room.

For all the fear and emotion which he had felt the previous evening, nothing had scared Frankenstein like this.

'Gone,' he said simply. He coughed, looked unnecessarily at his watch. 'Your man's on his way, Sergeant. Probably just off the boat. I'll take you round.'

He stepped forward in front of Barney and held out his hand.

'Mr Thomson, you're officially de-deputised. Thanks for your help.'

Barney stood and shook his hand. Nothing to say.

'I take it you're not going anywhere. I may have the odd question after I've read the sergeant's notes on your discussion.'

'I'll be here,' said Barney, and he sat back down beside Proudfoot. Where else was he going to be?

'That's a hell of a nose you've got there.'

Barney didn't say anything. Frankenstein lifted a hand and then turned and started walking slowly towards his car. He stopped a few yards away and turned.

'Andrew, he was a talker. Quite happy to admit to all sorts, even things I didn't know about. But you know, it wasn't him who wrote that thing in blood on the wall of the café last night.'

He paused. Barney turned to look at him.

'Who wrote it, Barney Thomson?' said Frankenstein, but he knew he wasn't going to get an answer. And so he didn't wait for the reply, turned and started walking across the grass. 'Come on, Sergeant,' he threw over his shoulder.

Proudfoot looked at Barney, some part of her feeling that she was walking out on him and unfinished business.

They stared at each other, nothing else to be said. And then slowly she rose, took one last look at Barney Thomson and the cold grey sea, and then walked quickly after Frankenstein.

Barney Thomson did not watch her go.

Epilogue

––––––––
The haircutting was over for the day, although the Closed sign had not yet been placed on the door. The three amigos stood at the window, looking out at the end of the day, across the white promenade wall to the light fading on the water. Occasionally people would walk slowly by or a car would pass or a seagull would land on the wall and look their way.
The day had progressed slowly. The town had returned to normal. The shop had been busy all day, an endless stream of people coming to chat, men and woman. Theories abounded. If the police had set up a tape recorder in the corner of the room, they would have learned much. Andrew the mild-mannered hotel manager and his alcoholism. Andrew and his rising gambling debt. Why Andrew wasn't married. Andrew's decision to take out all the other members of the smuggling cabal to keep all the money for himself. Andrew's fascination with Russian literature. Andrew's fascination, bordering on obsessive man-love, for Colin Waites and Craig Brown, so that he could not quite bring himself to kill them.

Barney had watched them all come and go, cutting hair, mostly keeping himself out of the conversations. He had no questions about the diamond smuggling case. He didn't care about the diamonds. He wasn't sure that he even cared about the blood on the walls, his endless stream of non-existent visitors and ghosts.

For now, at least, it seemed like more than just the fog had lifted. The winds were fresh, autumn would turn to cold winter, the sea would continue to occasionally rage and rumble. At some stage the evil would be back, but for a while, Barney could cut hair, he could share amiable chats with Keanu and Igor, and he could work late when he felt like it, without fear of strange men with beards knocking on his door and asking for obscure haircuts.

The past, however, was still out there. The reckoning of Barney Thomson was still at hand.

A long silence, none of them thinking beyond the moment. Except perhaps Keanu, who felt rather that the whole event had passed him by, and was mulling over the previous few days, wondering if he had missed his chance to make a breakthrough into the public consciousness. He glanced back at his laptop, which lay untouched on the counter.

'That Fred guy,' he began, softly throwing some words into the relaxed quiet of the afternoon.

'Which one?' asked Barney.

'The one that came off the substitute's bench,' said Keanu. 'The doppelganger. He may have been a complete tube, but you know, he nailed the whole business on the head when he said that there had been some weird shit.'

Barney nodded. Igor popped a small bubble with his Winterfresh PestoMint. The latest seagull came and sat on the wall and looked across at them, head cocked to the side.

'Thought I might write a book about it,' said Keanu. 'I mean, the blog thing never really got going, but a book about the case. That might stand a chance. You know, from an insider.'

Barney nodded again. Knew Keanu well, knew that Keanu would never write a book.

'Good idea,' he said.

'You think?'

'Arf!'

'Only one problem,' said Barney.

The seagull lifted its head, turned and languidly took off away across the rocks and the sea. Igor raised an eyebrow, Keanu turned with interest.

'No one will ever believe it,' said Barney.

Keanu shrugged. 'I don't know,' he said. 'People are usually willing to believe stories about men in masks.'

The streetlights came on; the dark of early evening crept along the road. The seagulls mournfully whirled and cried, and the sea, the endless restless sea, sucked and swelled and tossed and turned.

*** 

Later, after a lazy drink, a relaxing spot of dinner and some amiable chat across the table, the fellowship of the barbershop split up for the evening and each of the men made their own way home.

Barney walked around Kames Bay, across the sand, keeping his shoes away from the gentle waves. The evening was bright, no clouds, some part of a moon, the stars were out. Barney had relaxed into the day, had come down off the high of another misadventure. Knew that he could relax for a while and was determined that he wouldn't even think about what might come in the future for at least a few weeks. Enjoy the peace of a quiet community by the sea. Christmas with Igor and Garrett and the kids. Worry about the future when the future came.

Round the far side of the bay, he walked along the rocks above the waterline. Occasionally found a small stone to throw into the sea, meandering, doing that timeless thing that he had done decades before. Same spot, same view, same rocks, same sea.

He sat down on a flat rock and looked back across to the town, the eternal fairy lights strung out between the lampposts.

'None of it means a thing,' he muttered to himself, throwing a small piece of seaweed at the water.

Something was washing up on the quiet waves onto the rocks. He stared at it for a while, wondering what it was, wondering where it had been thrown into the water so that it ended up on the rocks at Millport. Ardrossan? Dunoon? Larne? Boston?

From nowhere he felt the crawl of tiny insects up his spine, and he reluctantly leant forward to take a closer look. A step, still watching his shoes against the incoming tide. He reached out to lift the piece of rubbish, then hesitated when he realised what it was.

He swallowed, did his best to dismiss the ill-feelings which swamped over him again, then reached out and lifted the flesh coloured piece of latex rubber out of the water.

He held it up in front of him, extended his fingers to stretch the rubber, and looked into the empty eyes of Fyodor Dostoevsky.

A second, another moment of fear, then he muttered, 'Aw, fuck it,' poked his fingers through the empty eye sockets, turned the mask inside out and threw it as far as he could out into the sea.. The mask landed lightly, was taken by a wave, and then was swept quickly beneath the water.

Barney Thomson, barber, took one last look out over the sea, then turned away and did not wait to see if the mask was going to resurface.
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Prologue

––––––––
The wind had changed.
Barney Thomson stood waiting for the customer to pronounce. The shop was quiet, which was why Barney had allowed him the five minutes it had taken so far, while the man had studied his crusty napper in the mirror, attempting to come to a decision about his hair. As far as Barney could make out, his options were more or less limited to a 'short back & sides', or 'an even shorter back & sides'.

Barney looked out of the window. The sun had begun to shine weakly, although the roads and pavements were still drenched from the rain which had been falling most of the day. Winter in Millport was full on, bleak, wet and mild. It would be another couple of months before spring clumsily walked into town, the remnants of a clawing wind draped around its shoulders, and then the few tourists would start to arrive, the buses coming round from the ferry would actually have some passengers on them, and the town would once more raise its head above the dreich blanket.

Barney glanced over his shoulder. The other barber, Keanu MacPherson, was dozing quietly in his chair, a paperback copy of that month's latest bestseller, The Lost Children of Ngor Lak – due soon for the full cinema treatment with Kate Winslet, Colin Firth and Helena Bonham-Carter – lay open on his chest. Barney's assistant, Igor, the deaf, mute hunchback, was pushing his broom solemnly across the floor. Old Rusty Brown, face like ripples on wet sand, was waiting patiently for Barney to finish, not wanting to disturb MacPherson from his siesta.

They couldn't go on much longer like this. Barney couldn't afford to continue to run the shop like an old-time Communist shipyard, a job for everybody. There wasn't enough work for one barber, never mind three. Or, at least, two barbers and a man with a hump who swept up.

Barney sighed heavily. There must be more than this played though his head, not the first time the thought had crossed his mind.

His life had been a series of adventures involving mass murder, headless corpses, a lot of blood, decapitated sheep, severed limbs, heads-in-a-jar and the regular round of routine police enquiries. It was old news for Barney. Yet this new news, this quiet island life which stretched away from him like the sea heading towards the horizon, this new life felt no more right than the one which he had tried to escape.

Barney watched the sun on the wet pavement for a short while, then looked out at the sea glimmering above the white stone-washed promenade wall. A yacht was flying in the wind, sail straining. He watched it for a short time, until it had disappeared behind the buildings on the pier. Feeling jealous. Listened to the ululation of the seagulls, the mournful sound which seemed to come and go with the sun. He shivered and turned back to his customer.

'What's it to be then, mate?' he asked, hoping to bring the hours of waiting to a definite conclusion.

'Well,' said the man, finally ready to enter into some conversation, 'I've been sitting here trying to decide between an Omar Shariff '68 and a Robert Redford,' he said, beginning to hesitate again, and Barney wondered if he was going to have to spend the rest of his life standing behind this man. By the time the bloke said, 'And I've decided to go for a Jack Lemmon, Paper Tiger,' Barney was pondering what scientists of the future would make of his own petrified corpse, standing behind a barber's chair with a pair of scissors and a can of Cossack in his hands.

'It was Save The Tiger,' said Barney.

'What?'

'The Jack Lemmon movie. It was Save the Tiger, not Paper Tiger.'

'You're thinking of Paper Moon with Ryan O'Neal,' said Rusty Brown.

'Never heard of that,' said the customer. 'Aren't you thinking about Blue Moon?'

'Nah,' said Barney, 'that was Blue Moon of Kentucky.'

'Are you saying I've got hair like fried chicken?' said the customer suddenly, giving Barney the eye.

'You'd like a Jack Lemmon, Save The Tiger, would you, sir?' said Barney, drawing the conversation to a mercifully quick conclusion

'Aye,' said the man.

'Fine,' said Barney.

He raised his scissors and set about his business.

'Ella Fitzgerald!' barked Keanu MacPherson, suddenly jerking to life and joining the conversation several minutes too late. He looked around at the assembled company and then felt embarrassed.

'Shit, like, sorry guys, must have dozed off. Did I miss anything?'

Barney stared at him and then glanced once more out of the window.

'Not much chance of that,' he murmured.

*** 

The same weather system which had dragged cold winds and bleak rain across the Clyde was also encompassing the rest of the country.

London hunched under demented, low grey skies. The two men sitting in the small office on the first floor of Number 10 Downing Street were aware of the sound of the rain drumming against the window. Usually the Prime Minister chose to sit behind his desk, however when it came to spiritual matters he preferred to join his visitor at the small chairs beside the coffee table. Somehow it never seemed right to address the representatives of God from behind a desk.

The Archbishop of Middlesex was leaning forward, his teacup trembling slightly in the saucer, looking intently at the PM. He had just asked the man if he believed in God. Really believed. The PM stared at the window, the dim great light from outside. Felt like it was almost dark already, yet it wasn't even lunchtime.

Politicians can't admit to not believing in God. It's almost rule number one. Yet at the same time, they can't admit to actually believing in Him either, because too many people are then going to think you're a fruitcake. You have to strike a balance between faith and credibility.

'I believe firmly in Christian values,' he said, as if he was speaking to the press corps during his monthly grilling.

Middlesex laid the saucer back down on the small table. A politician's answer, he thought, but he wasn't going to make the conversation any more uncomfortable than it already was.

'Well, Prime Minister, I'm sure you'll agree that Christian values are what Britain today so sorely lacks. Sharing and loving, putting the needs of others first, a sense of community, these are all things which have been lost to the greed of western society. We are bringing up successive generations of fat, violent, greedy, selfish children.'

'Well ... ' the PM began to bluster.

'Don't gainsay me, Prime Minister, I am your adviser, I'm not Andrew Marr. You don't have to pretend. The country, the very basis of our society, is in peril. Regardless of whether or not you believe, there can be little doubt that we need God. Britain needs God. Britain needs the teachings of our Lord Jesus Christ, and we need to worry less about ourselves and what size of flat screen television we possess and which Caribbean island we're going to during the February school break because our pampered kids are demanding the sun ... We should be concerned about the future of our children, the welfare of our neighbours, the state of the planet we live on today ... '

Aw crap, thought the PM, it's bad enough your being religious, don't get green on me as well.

'And this is why the very nature, the fundamental basis of how religion in this country works, needs to be changed. And for that to happen I'm going to need your help.'

The PM lowered his head then stood slowly, turned his back and walked to the window. His reflection looked back at him, the day outside succumbing to sepulchral darkness. The PM clasped his hands behind his back, the material of his suit jacket straining slightly at the shoulders. Don't mess with religion, that was the one piece of advice his predecessor had given him. Nothing about lying to the public, invading other countries or buggering up the economy; just don't mess with religion.

He nodded slowly.

'All right,' he said eventually. 'Go ahead. You have my support. But just, you know ... You'll have to be canny. Don't go leaping in, don't say anything without clearing it through here first. And you know ... before you do anything, get in one of those firms. Marketing guys, consultants, they know the score. It's what we do. Professional advice.'

'That's already in hand, Prime Minister,' said the Archbishop, who had risen and joined the PM, looking across the short width of Downing Street to the rear of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. The PM grunted. The two men stared into the abyss of government, a strange feeling having passed between them. Almost as if they had just made a decision of momentous importance.

A black Mercedes pulled slowly into Downing Street and stopped just short of the door to Number 10. The PM looked down and remembered his meeting with the American ambassador. He sighed heavily, kept the swear word to himself.

'Thank you for coming,' he said, without looking at Middlesex. 'Keep me posted.'

The Archbishop of Middlesex put a kindly and godly hand on the Prime Minister's shoulder.

'The End of Days, Prime Minister,' he said. 'That is what we face. We shall all be judged.'

Then, with a final squeeze of the PM's shoulder, he turned and walked slowly from the office. The PM waited until the door was closed, then muttered a quiet expletive to himself and slumped back into the chair behind his desk.

The Armpit Question

––––––––
There were three of them in the office, a cold day in March, the sounds of a distant London coming across the river. Piers Hemingway, Deputy Chief of Staff, Hugo Fitzgerald, Head of TV Contracts, and John Wodehouse, Head of Other Contracts. They were trying to get a fix on women's armpits. Which can be difficult.
Hemingway was in charge and had already outlined the problem. They had just won a contract with failed energy giant Exron, who had decided to make a comeback into the world of big business by branching out into the global women's toiletries market. They wanted a sleek, expensive product, blue-ribbon end of the market, and would be launching with a major television campaign. The whole thing would ooze class. Top of the range product for top of the range people.

The first ad would have a woman stepping out of the shower in an enormous bathroom. She would dry herself off, letting the towel fall to the ground, whilst showing as much breast, nipple, bum cleavage and pubic hair as they could squeeze past the watchdogs, after which she would apply her Exron deodorant to her perfectly shaved armpits.

'Trouble is,' said Hemingway, 'we need another word for armpit. It's just not classy enough.'

Fitzgerald nodded and tapped his pen. Desperate to be first.

'What's wrong with underarms?' said Wodehouse, who was standing at the window looking down on the river. Slow boats on the Thames.

'Too public school,' said Hemingway. 'It is so last century.'

'It's what Proctor & Gamble have been using,' said Wodehouse.

'The client,' said Hemingway, 'is looking to outclass them by some margin. We need a new word for armpit, and it isn't underarm.'

Wodehouse stared out of the window, Fitzgerald and Hemingway stared at the table, pens tapping. Brainstorming; how the majority of advertising is concocted. Apart, of course, from washing powder adverts which are all rubbish and made from the same standard model.

'Take it oxters is out of the question?' said Wodehouse from the window.

'Yep,' said Hemingway, nodding, 'not even close.'

'Vertically-opposed shoulders,' said Fitzgerald, cautiously. However, he didn't raise his eyes, because deep down he knew it wasn't quite right.

'Nah,' said Hemingway, shaking his head. 'Good effort, though.'

Wodehouse sucked in his cheeks. Vertically-opposed shoulders. Fitzgerald was such an idiot. Still, there was no point in standing there feeling bitter. It was ideas which led to advancement, not bitterness. This was a good chance to go head to head with Fitzgerald and show him who was boss.

'The concave abyssal plane,' said Fitzgerald, perking up, and looking expectantly around the others.

Wodehouse snorted and tried to fight the resentment.

'Yeah, nice try, Hugo,' said Hemingway, 'but it's a little too scientific.'

'Luxury Perspiration Point,' suggested Wodehouse.

'Upper Body Limb Vertex,' said Fitzgerald, stupidly.

'Subordinate Collar Bone Terrain,' said Wodehouse.

'Silvicultural Anti-Convex Environment,' said Fitzgerald.

'Keep 'em coming,' said Hemingway quickly, to interrupt the flow, 'that's good work. We're not quite there, yet.' Not even close, he thought, but you don't publicly disparage.

'Duplex Hormonal Dispatch Orientation,' said Wodehouse, descending into absurdity.

'Not quite there yet,' repeated Hemingway.

Hemingway knew that Orwell would be down in a few minutes and he wanted them to have something before he got there. Jude Orwell would have the answer in about five seconds, but it would be better for them all if they could think of something before he arrived. Hemingway didn't suffer from the same insecurities as the others though, so he didn't care which one of them came up with the idea.

'The Love Pit,' said Wodehouse from the window, in the appropriate tone of voice.

Hemingway nodded, chin resting in his entwined fingers.

'Not bad,' he said. 'Not bad.'

'That could apply to about twenty-five different areas of the female anatomy,' said Fitzgerald, jealously.

'Yeah,' said Hemingway, 'but it doesn't mean a campaign won't change the perceptions of the British people. For the moment, it's all we've got.' Then he said The Love Pit over to himself in an advert voice, to try to get used to the idea. It didn't matter if people thought it was stupid the first time they heard it; it was whether it would be the accepted term after they'd been hearing it for six months.

The door opened and they all looked up as Jude Orwell walked into the room, closing the door behind him. None of them actually rose and saluted but they all thought about it. Orwell felt the Force. He wasn't head of this company. Not yet. But the day was coming.

He threw the folder he was carrying onto the table and sat down next to Hemingway, back against the chair, feet propped on the desk. These men were in thrall of him; he had no one to impress.

'Tell me what you've got,' he said.

Hemingway glanced at the others, then looked Orwell in the eye.

'The Love Pit,' he said.

A loud horn sounded far below at the front of the building, as a BMW cut up a Jag.

'The Love Pit,' repeated Orwell, and Wodehouse continued to watch the boats on the river, butterflies in his stomach, as he waited for the boss to pronounce.

'Don't like it,' said Orwell, after an eternity. 'It's the use of the word pit, you see. Wrong word to use. Totally wrong.'

'Yeah,' said Hemingway, 'you're right.'

Bloody bastard, thought Wodehouse.

'You got anything else?' asked Orwell.

'There are others, but zenith-wise Love Pit was the actualisation of the discussion to this point,' said Hemingway.

Orwell breathed deeply, then let the air out in a long sigh.

'So, what do we have?' he said rhetorically. 'The chick steps out of the shower, dries herself off, shows us a bit of boob, then as she reaches for the deodorant, the voiceover – and I'm assuming here we're talking Bergerac or Lovejoy – says something like, Exron ... for your armpits.'

'Yep,' said Hemingway.

'You can see why we need another word for it,' said Orwell. 'We'd be as well getting Cilla Black at this rate.'

'Totally,' said Hemingway, quite happy to suck up to anyone in a suit.

Orwell removed his cell phone from its holster, flicked the top, pressed a button with his thumb, and kicked back even more.

'Rose,' he said, 'I need the French word for armpit. Yeah, armpit.'

As soon as he said it, the others stared at the carpet, kicking themselves. The French translation. Simple, easy, straightforward. One of the basics. That was why Orwell was the upcoming King. That was why Thomas Bethlehem, the chief executive of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane, had to watch his back.

'Thanks, Rose,' said Orwell, and he was closing the cap and fitting the phone back into the holster as he said it.

They all waited, wishing they'd made that call.

Orwell held his hand aloft to illustrate his vision. Without saying a word, he conjured up the image of the naked überchick, towel at her feet, clean and sparkling and reaching for the deodorant.

'Exron,' he said, in his best Bergerac, 'Pour L'Aisselle.' And he looked around the room and smiled. Hemingway nodded, Wodehouse shook his head and smiled ruefully at the floor.

'Excellent,' said Hemingway.

'You sure the Margies and Joes are going to know what a l'aisselle is?' asked Fitzgerald.

It was no big deal questioning Orwell. He was quite happy to answer all critics from within, because he was comfortable with his own ball-breaking confidence. His men all knew they could say what they wanted. No Tony Blair or Margaret Thatcher this man. Critics were welcome.

He smiled and patted Fitzgerald on the back as he walked past him, folder back under his arm.

'The woman's going to be putting the stuff on her armpits at the time, Hugo. If some people are just too stupid to work out what the hell a l'aisselle is, do we actually want them to buy the damned product?'

Laughing at his own line, he turned once more and embraced the three of them with a smile.

'You cool with the rest of it, Piers?' he asked.

'Sure,' said Hemingway.

And with that, Orwell was gone.

The door closed and once again the room was silent, the only noise the sounds of a cold London in March. Wodehouse turned away once more and looked down at the hypnotic river below. Fitzgerald stared at the table and felt a little foolish.

'Right,' said Hemingway, 'you heard the man. Let's get on with it, there's plenty more to sort out.'

'Totally,' said Wodehouse.

Bloody suck up, thought Fitzgerald.

The Black Eye Of The Gull

––––––––
'Will the rain ever stop?'
Barney Thomson turned away from the window of the shop and looked behind him. He could see Igor in the back room making another cup of tea. Back hunched, bending over the worktop. Fifth cup that day, not yet eleven o'clock. Nothing much else to do.

Barney stared at Keanu. The lad was kicked back, feet up on the edge of the counter, nearing the end of The Lost Children of Ngor Lak. Had so far managed to stay awake.

It had been a long slow winter, the three of them hanging on until the spring rush. If it ever came. Barney had begun to think that maybe it was time he went on the move again. He didn't need to sell the shop. He could leave Igor in charge, Keanu would be able to take care of the haircutting, and Barney would have the safety net to return to should his peregrinations be unfulfilling. Maybe they would take in enough money for the two of them to get by if he wasn't around.

'What?' asked Barney.

Keanu looked up. He was smiling.

'What?' he said.

'You said something,' said Barney. 'About the rain.'

Keanu looked mildly curious, thought about it for a second, but couldn't remember having said anything for the previous twenty minutes. Shook his head, looked back at the book. Immediately started smiling again.

Barney stared around the room. He'd known it wasn't Keanu who had spoken. Hadn't been his voice. He shivered, looked back out of the window.

Igor appeared at his side, two cups of tea in hand, Keanu's already placed at his side. Barney took the cup and nodded. Igor stood beside him and the two of them stared across the road, across the white promenade wall, out to sea.

A single seagull circled slowly across the road, and then came to rest on the wall across from the shop. It turned and looked at Barney, seemed to stare straight into his soul. Igor shivered and glanced at Barney.

The gull had haunted Barney Thomson in the past, but had not been seen in over two years. Two weeks previously, however, it had reappeared.

'Arf,' muttered Igor.

Barney nodded. 'I know, my hunchbacked little friend,' he said. 'He's back.'

'Who's back?' asked Keanu, appearing beside them.

Barney glanced back at the book, now placed on the counter.

'What happened?'

'The Kate Winslet and Helena Bonham-Carter characters just had sex, but they're done now and it got a little flat afterwards. Thought I'd take a break. Maybe a customer'll come in.'

Barney smiled. Not much chance of that. There was barely anyone walking along the street, never mind coming in looking for a haircut of any description.

'Ah, the seagull's back,' said Keanu, noticing the bird staring at them from across the wall. 'I guess some weird shit's about to go down.'

'You think?'

Keanu nodded, then placed a hand, the one which didn't have an obligation to a cup of tea, on Barney's shoulder.

'You know, my haircutting genius of a friend, that once that wee fella pitches up, gloom, mayhem and disorder cannot be far behind. I say, bring it on. It's about time something happened around this joint.'

'Arf,' said Igor.

Barney didn't reply. He stared into the black eye of the gull across the road. The notion struck him. This was his fate. How many years had he been looking into the black eye of the gull? Now here he was, too restless to settle, too tired to face more gloom, mayhem and disorder.

The weight of his unhappiness settled on the shop. The wind forced the rain against the window, chains clanked across the street. Two old women scowled past, their heads bowed to the weather, on their way to the Post Office. If it was still in business. A car drove by spraying water across the pavement. Human life moved on. Once more the main street was deserted. The three men stood and looked across at the gull.

Igor saw them first, staring along the street in the direction of Kames. Slowly Barney and then Keanu picked up on his gaze, and they followed his look along the road.

Two men, dark suits, black ties, black, expensive shoes. No overcoats, seemingly oblivious to the weather. They walked at a steady pace, eyes straight ahead. They were on the other side of the road, but there was no doubt where they were heading.

'And as if by magic ... ' said Keanu.

'Hmm,' said Barney. 'I don't think it's magic.'

Keanu looked back at the gull as it shuffled backwards off the white promenade wall and turned and flew away out across the sea. He waved his cup in its direction.

'How does he know? I mean really, it's a dumb-ass seagull, but it knows when there's shit about to happen. How weird is that?'

Neither Barney nor Igor answered. Barney knew, but he wasn't about to get into some strange discussion which might, frankly, verge into metaphysics and the nature of good and evil.

The two men crossed the road without checking for traffic. They still hadn't looked at the barbershop, but it was obvious that this was their intended destination. Suddenly Igor and Keanu got the sense of what was about to happen. These two men were coming for Barney, and even though it might not be in any particularly invasive way, even though they weren't about to force Barney to go with them, they knew that Barney would go.

They looked at Barney. Barney stared straight ahead, his eyes never leaving the two men as they neared. Suddenly the dull idyll of the barbershop was about to be shattered, as surely as if a bomb had been dropped on them.

The door opened. The two men walked in. They looked like Federal Agents. Men on a mission, at the very least on a mission to be inordinately cool. They left the door open. They weren't staying.

Keanu and Igor waited for them to produce badges and guns. The announcement of their government credentials. Barney glanced at his jacket on the peg on the wall. Looked back out to sea, to see whether the gull was still in the area. The cold day, the grey sea looked back at him.

'One of you is Barney Thomson,' said one of the men. His voice was too high-pitched for his clothes, had a thin east London accent.

'We're from PricewaterhouseCoopers,' said the other guy, in what sounded like a staged American accent.

'Why the fuck are you dressed like that, then?' said Keanu, annoyed at these men who were about to shatter his sylvan barbershop bliss.

'Mr Thomson,' said High Pitch, looking directly at Barney now, 'we're headhunters for a firm in the City. Our client, Mr Bethlehem of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane, is looking for a personal barber.'

Keanu looked disdainfully at them, the questions queueing up in his mouth. Why Barney? How had they even heard about Barney? Were they going to give him a trial? An interview? What was so special about Barney?

The questions stalled at the last one. Barney had a few questions himself, but he didn't need to ask them. This moment had been coming for a while.

Barney put his hand on Igor's shoulder and squeezed. Igor looked sorrowfully up at his boss. The shop had been gripped by sadness. If the men in suits felt it, they were at least oblivious to the fact that they had caused it.

'Arf,' said Igor. Even Keanu understood him. You can't go. Not like this, not just suddenly dropping everything. This is your home. This is your job. We're your friends. This is your life. We need you ...

Barney squeezed Igor's shoulder more tightly then let go. He felt the weight of sudden sadness even more heavily than the others. An instant oppressive melancholy, that staying in the shop would not conquer.

'Sorry,' he muttered to Igor. 'I'll get my coat,' he added, talking to the men in suits, then he patted Keanu on the arm as he walked past.

Two and a half minutes later, Barney Thomson walked from his barbershop in Millport and neither Igor nor Keanu knew if he would ever be back.

Like A Virgin

––––––––
The waitress appeared beside him, as she had done repeatedly throughout his one hour stay. She was always more attentive to customers whom she found attractive – she was no different from any other member of the world's waiting collective – and Barney had the disenchanted look about him that she so loved in men. Tired eyes, but eyes that showed depth and intelligence and wisdom. She had tried to make conversation, but he hadn't been interested, and she'd consequently found him all the more beguiling.
'Can I get you anything else?' she asked, the third time she'd used those words to start her approach, a poor second to is everything all right for you, sir?

Barney looked up. Confident enough in himself to recognise her attraction, but not interested. He knew he had the look about him, the look of the traveller, the look of one who walked amongst men, restless and weary. Women loved that, but he also knew he could never be as interesting as they hoped he was going to be. He was running from life and the strangulation of attachment and community; he was no warrior.

'I'm all right, thanks, Selina,' he said. 'I should be going shortly.'

'You can't go out in that,' she said, wishing that every word which left her mouth could be more erudite.

'Places to go,' said Barney.

Selina, name-badged to an adoring world, stared at him and wondered where it was that this man had to go to. Somewhere dangerous, she imagined. The eyes said as much. The rest of the people in here were taking a break from shoe-shopping or were about to go off to meet their mother-in-law or their accountant. But this man, who'd drunk three cups of tea and eaten two pieces of cherry pie, he would have grander designs.

'All right there, darlin',' said a man's voice behind her. 'You going to stand there ogling that bloke all day? Get us a cheese sandwich, luv.'

Selina smiled at Barney, no trace of embarrassment.

'Got to go,' she said.

Barney smiled, said nothing.

'You're welcome,' Selina added as an afterthought, and turned round to the next table, to the man who was after some mature cheddar.

Barney turned and looked once more out of the window. During the brief intercourse with the waitress the rain had begun to ease, although not yet enough for anyone to venture out from under cover. He checked his watch again, lifted the cup to his mouth, and looked outside at pools of water dancing with the raindrops.

*** 

Thirty-five minutes later, Barney was off the Docklands Railway, and walking the short distance to the building which housed the offices of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane. Checked the small gold nameplate screwed into the wall, pressed the buzzer and waited. The rain had all but ceased, but there was a cold wind bustling down here from the river, and he pulled his jacket tightly around him.

'Hello?' crackled at him, and he looked up into the small camera which was showing him to the receptionist and the security guards on each level of the building.

'Barney Thomson, barber,' said Barney, and immediately the door buzzed. He pushed it open and he walked into the domain of the seventh largest advertising agency in Britain. Up some stairs, around a corner, through another door and he was into reception.

The waiting area suggested everything you'd expect from a modern, chic, marketing operation. Sleek, minimalist Scandinavian furniture in pale colours; a few stark modern pictures of nothing in particular, painted in pallid blues and yellows; abrupt chairs, built for style rather than comfort; and a tremendous feeling of freshness and light and cleanliness. Almost as if there was a giant invisible panty liner soaking up all the dirt and darkness and grime.

They made TV adverts in offices like this.

The receptionist was sitting behind a clean-lined desk of pale brown veneer, straight-backed and elegant, her fingers surgically attached to her keyboard. She wore one of those little mics in front of her lips, as if she was Madonna and at any minute was liable to start gambolling full-chested around the room singing Like A Prayer. She went by the name of Imelda Marcos – not the Imelda Marcos, mind, although she was partial to a new pair of shoes – and was ready for Barney with a clipped smile and eyebrows that met in the middle.

'Mr Thomson?'

'I was ten seconds ago,' said Barney. Already tired of the purity of it all. If there had been a marketing agency reception on The Little House On The Prairie, it would've been this clean and wholesome.

'You're three and a half minutes early,' said Imelda, the smile vanishing, never to return. 'Would you like a drink?'

'What've you got?' asked Barney, looking around the area and choosing to sit down in an ergonomically designed comfy chair, with cushioning to suit the average Scandinavian backside.

Imelda Marcos's back was up. There'd been the ten seconds ago sarcastic remark, and now the bloke had had the temerity to sit down without first being offered a seat. Her voice rattled out, Gatling gun rapid-fire. Barney was a Zulu and she was Welsh.

'Latte, espresso, decaf, New York decaf, cappuccino, Earl Grey, lapsang souchong, Darjeeling or iced hydrogenated mineral water?'

Barney crossed his legs. 'A cup of tea would be nice,' he said. 'PG Tips if you've got it.'

Imelda gave him the Stare for a few seconds, pressed a quick button and spoke into her Like A Prayer microphone.

'Cup of English Breakfast for Barney Thomson,' she clipped. 'No sugar.'

*** 

First there were The Folk Who Filled The Vacancies, then there was Personnel, then Human Resources. Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane had a Miscellaneous Anthropoid Department. Situated on the third floor, MAD employed nine people. The head of the department rarely conducted interviews himself. However the hair of his employees was something about which Thomas Bethlehem felt very strongly, and he had asked Anthony Waugh if he wouldn't mind taking charge of the barber interviews. The proximity of the two dictates that the state of your hair impacts on the state of your brain, Bethlehem had once ridiculously pronounced, although he hadn't meant it. Still, he liked his employees well turned out and deliciously manicured.

Waugh was a seventh generation Oxford graduate, brought in by Bethlehem at great expense from Saatchi to help attract superior quality staff. Waugh had come for the money, and had no intention of ever settling at what was a smaller company. He was not entirely unlike those highly paid overseas dumplings who sign for Rangers and Celtic for a couple of years, before leaving for England; except that he was genuine top quality – he was Christian Vieri rather than Daniel Cousin – and the top three London agencies hadn't understood what he was playing at working for BF&C.

Bethlehem wanted to conquer the business in Britain, he wanted to be a player on the international scene, he wanted to do it from the base which he already had, and he'd known the only way to get there was to hire the best people. And the way to get the best people was to hire the best human resources man he could get hold of. Anthony Waugh had not come cheaply, but he'd had his price, same as everyone else on the planet.

'You worked for the Scottish First Minister?' said Waugh, looking up from a piece of paper Barney couldn't read. Waugh was bored. He was no fan of Bethlehem, and considered that he was doing this absurd barber thing more as a favour to the boss, rather than under some sort of diktat. However, he'd never had any intention of spending his day interviewing a stream of haircutters to find out if they knew what a mullet was. He had used his contacts, he had sent out his people, and he had selected his man. This pretence at an interview was to keep it all above board, keep Bethlehem happy, and would allow him to tick another box on the way to his big city bonus. To all intents and purposes, however, Barney already had the job.

'Not for long,' said Barney. 'Just a few days. Didn't really work out.'

Waugh scanned the next couple of lines, even though it was already in his head.

'Since then you've worked in Millport, but from the fact you're here, I guess you're not settled there. The peripatetical man who can't settle, is that you?'

'More Incredible Hulk than Aristotle,' said Barney.

'He who is unable to live in society, or who has no need because he is sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god,' said Waugh, quoting the legendary Greek marketing executive.

Barney smiled. Not a lot you can say to people when they're going to quote ancient philosophy at you. A neat little one liner from the livid green giant might have been appropriate, but then the big fella never really did say much that was worth repeating.

'Sometimes the soul needs to wander as much as the mind,' he said, saying what the Incredible Hulk was probably thinking under all those rage issues that kept coming to the surface.

'Indeed,' said Waugh. 'And how long d'you think you'll work for Mr Bethlehem before your mind and soul need to wander?'

Barney shrugged. 'You people asked me to come here,' he said. 'You'll get what you pay for. I'm not promising you anything, except that I can do any haircut that any of your employees will ask for.'

'You haven't much experience with women,' said Waugh quickly.

'How d'you mean that?' said Barney. Either way, and it was obvious what he'd meant, he was right. Twenty years of dull, dull marriage, followed by the most slender of flings, hardly constituted experience with women; and he wasn't exactly a hairstylist either.

Waugh laughed softly and held his hands open in explanation.

'Not much,' said Barney, 'but really there's not a lot to it. It's all in the talk and how much product you persuade them they need on their hair.'

Waugh smiled. 'Women are simple,' he said, echoing one of the guiding principles that had made Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane what it was.

'Ain't that the truth,' said Barney, playing along, while actually thinking that most women have more personality strands than there are grains of sand in Australia.

Waugh nodded, looked back at the mysterious piece of paper in front of him. Nothing else to say. Time to get back to more important matters.

'Thanks for coming in,' said Waugh, looking up and, by use of the international eyebrow symbol, indicating that it was time for Barney to hoof it on out of there.

Barney rose quickly.

'Thanks,' he said.

'You can find your way down to reception,' said Waugh.

'Sure,' said Barney, to the top of Waugh's head.

He turned and walked quickly from the office, closing the door behind him. He nodded at Waugh's secretary as he walked though the outer office – the secretary smiled, recognising the primordial attractiveness of the wanderer in Barney – then down the stairs and into reception, where Imelda Marcos was doing a full throttle Express Yourself, then he was down the final flight of steps and back out into the cold of a bleak Docklands morning in March.

*** 

By the time Barney had returned to the small flat in NW1 in which he had already been installed by the contracted out men from PwC, there was a message on his answering machine from Imelda Marcos informing him that he had secured the barber position, and requesting that he report for work promptly at eight o'clock the following morning.

Fisherman's Chips – Crisps You Can Trust

––––––––
The offices of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane took up all of a ten storey block in Canary Wharf. Joe Forsyth had negotiated a long term deal on the property in the mid-nineties, picking his moment during a bad week when it looked like the market would lose the momentum it had built up after the calamities of '92. With the change of address on the letterhead, from Birmingham to NE14, the fortunes of the company had changed overnight. Ever since, the story of BF&C had been one of growth and increasing market-share.
The departure of the last remaining founding partners other than Bethlehem – there had originally been five in all – had seen barely a blip in the rise of the company, as the sheer bravado and exuberance of Thomas Bethlehem had seen them through potential difficulties with clients initially attracted by either Forsyth or Margie Crane.

Forsyth had gone quietly, the culmination of endless disagreements with Bethlehem over the ethics of the company and their business. Bethlehem wanted to have fun, sleep with lots of women and make huge amounts of money. He had known all along that Forsyth's idealism made him easy meat for the carnivores of the world of marketing, so that when the going got tough, Forsyth got going.

Crane had departed after an incident with a Lebanese prostitute and two sachets of illegal drugs had left her position untenable. Knowing his feelings on women, she had presumed she'd been set up by Bethlehem, although she hadn't. So she had left with a chip on her shoulder, albeit quietly, and with her tail between her legs. Despite the fact that her departure had meant a far bigger slice of the cherry pie for him, Bethlehem had almost been sad to see her go.

Crane had started a small firm in Birmingham, pitching for the bottom end of the billboard business. Forsyth had gone off to Australia to fight for the rights of the Aboriginals. Bethlehem had lost interest the minute the two of them were out of the door. And their first names, Margie and Joe, had become the bywords in the company for the general public, the masses out there who read the Sun and the Mirror, who watched Ant & Dec and Corrie and Eastenders, who played football and drank down the pub, who wore their cell phones like cowboys wore their guns, and who were there to be duped and controlled and made to buy any old shit that people like Thomas Bethlehem were paid to make them want to buy.

*** 

Barney turned as the door opened and his first customer of the day, the first of his new position, walked into the small office, which had been converted overnight into a barber's shop. There would be no money exchanging hands, however. Barney was paid as an employee of the company, the other employees would get their hair cut on the company. Thomas Bethlehem was that serious about hair.

Barney lifted himself off the barber's chair, where he had been sitting at the tenth floor window, looking out on the Thames.

'Morning,' said Barney. He knew from his appointments list, already handed to him by Imelda Marcos, that this was Hugo Fitzgerald, Head of Television Contracts.

Fitzgerald nodded, hung the jacket of his suit on a hanger, and slid into the seat, which he then swivelled round away from the window so that he was looking in the large mirror. He settled back, opened up a folder he had brought in with him and waited to be set upon. Barney knew that Fitzgerald would be expecting to be asked what he wanted, but he could see that this was a man whose head demanded a jejune, but appropriate, Brad Pitt. And so, with an apposite cape tossed around the neck, Barney picked up his new razor, flicked the switch, felt the old familiar buzz in his fingers and got to work.

Fitzgerald glanced up quickly from his folder and said from underneath a raised eyebrow, 'Brad Pitt?'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Brad Pitt.'

Fitzgerald nodded appreciatively, as if relishing a fine cup of coffee, and looked back at his folder. Barney handled the nod, so as not to remove any ears, and kept about his business. Two days after he'd left Millport, seamlessly transported to another life.

Barely twenty seconds and Fitzgerald tossed the folder onto the counter under the mirror in front of him, an act of almost childish petulance. Aware of how it had looked, Fitzgerald straightened his shoulders and caught Barney's eye in the mirror.

'The rubbish I have to put up with,' he said.

Barney raised an inquiring forehead. Here we go, he thought. A confessional. Sometimes made the day go a little more quickly; sometimes made the day an horrendous, god-awful nightmare. Could go either way.

'New client?' said Barney.

Fitzgerald checked Barney's eye in the mirror again.

'Yeah,' he said. 'You got a nose for this stuff?'

'I'm a barber,' said Barney.

Fitzgerald held his gaze for another second, then lifted the folder and held it in front of him, as if this would allow Barney to see inside it.

'Savoury snacks. God,' said Fitzgerald, 'it's come to this. Savoury flippin' snacks.'

'Which company?' asked Barney.

'Dundee Salted Snacks,' said Fitzgerald, the words falling out of his mouth as if they were being pushed off the edge of a cliff.

'They do Fisherman's Chips, don't they?' asked Barney.

'Yeah,' said Fitzgerald grudgingly.

'That's a good crisp,' said Barney. 'Tasty and crunchy. Pretty big company too, I would've thought.'

'Not so big.'

'Must be Columbia Tristar next to your Channel 5.'

Fitzgerald raised a different kind of eyebrow this time. But people were going to have to learn; when they hired Barney Thomson, they got it told to them straight.

'Lovely analogy,' said Fitzgerald. 'Fact is, they're a dinosaur. We need to be getting a bigger share of the telecoms business, not this prehistoric, antediluvian, stuck in the Middle Ages stuff.'

'Crisps?' said Barney. 'Everybody eats crisps.'

'Exactly,' said Fitzgerald. 'Crisps. Any idiot can sell crisps. I don't want to be selling crisps.'

'Got to be a lot of money in it,' said Barney.

'Yeah, it's all right, but we need money combined with kudos, you know what I'm saying? You don't get esteem in this business doing adverts for five year-olds featuring old footballers. Look,' he said, becoming a little more animated, so that Barney took the wise decision to suspend the hostilities of the cut until his customer had calmed down, 'what does it amount to? How d'you market crisps? One, TV. Two, regardless of how gawping your product is, make it look cool. Three, get Alan Shearer or some other ex-footie player who's instantly recognisable to the thick as mince populace. Four, get wise with your packaging, so that salt and vinegar becomes sea salt and balsamic vinegar, cheese and onion becomes blue cheese and chive, smoky bacon has to be oak smoked pork and caramelised banana, blah blah, the usual stuff. And that's about it. God, the public are too flippin' stupid to know any better. Tell them anything you want, they'll lap it up.'

The brief conflagration having died down, Barney resumed working. You're nice, he thought, but resisted the brief temptation to give him a Pitt The Younger, rather than a Brad Pitt.

'Well then,' said Barney, 'why not just do it and move on? Give the man his spit-roasted pork and red Leicester flavour, take his money and shuffle him quietly out of the door. Don't worry about it, don't bleat, just do it and get on with the next job. If you do it well, no one's going to denounce you for having taken the work in the first place.'

Fitzgerald stared straight back at himself in the mirror. His mouth was watering. He quite liked the sound of spit-roasted pork and red Leicester flavoured crisps, even this early in the morning. He might use that. Not that he would tell Barney Thomson.

Barney silenced the razor in order to brush some loose hairs from the mechanism. He took a moment to look out on the river, corrupted grey under cloudy March skies. Had the sense that the conversation was over; the confessional had not turned out so bad after all. As he blew across the top of the razor, and looked back down at what was turning into an absolutely superb Brad Pitt, Fitzgerald rested further back against the chair and closed his eyes.

'You might be right,' he said, as he felt the hum of the razor against the back of his head.

Love's Labours Lost

––––––––
Detective Sergeant Daniella Monk stared across the small table. She was at a McDonald's, which was not the place for the conversation she was having, but for three months now she had been eating lunch here at the behest of Sergeant Khan. He had more or less looked like he'd been at the fish suppers since the start of their relationship; after a month of burgers and fries, she had reverted to salads and water, and was only just regaining her former shape.
'You hardly know me, Majid,' she said, in response to his recent protestation of love. Had begun to fear that there might be a ring lurking somewhere about his plain clothes.

Sergeant Majid Khan sat back and placed his hands flat on the table top.

'Monk,' he said, 'God, when was the last time you fell in love?'

She continued to stare across the table. How was he expecting her to answer? Did he really think she was going to say that she loved him? Men could be so awkward.

'It's not about knowing someone,' he said. He looked imploringly across the table. 'It's a gut reaction. It's the first look in someone's eye, it's that instant click. The thrill of the touch. I loved you the second I laid eyes on you. It didn't matter that I didn't know you.' Paused, waited to see how his speech was going down. For some reason took the blank face as a positive. 'You don't compile a list of fifty things you know about someone, check them off and if they pass forty or so, then you decide you love them. It's more fundamental than that, more organic. It's a smile, it's hearing your voice in my head all the time. It's watching you de-seed a watermelon. I've lived in this city for thirty-five years, yet everywhere I go reminds me of you. I've investigated three murders at Covent Garden, but when I think of that place, it reminds me of a conversation we had about opera two months ago.'

That's nice at least, thought Monk. If a little psychotic in its own right.

'I've sat alone in rooms with serial killers and I couldn't give a shit, but I get nervous before I lift the phone to call you. I've seen bodies that've been slashed and brutalised beyond the realms of imagination, and I could eat a Big Mac whilst looking through them for evidence. Yet my stomach churns when I know we're going to meet.'

Another pause, another stare deep into her eyes. Monk didn't really want to think about Khan's stomach churning. Khan continued to be glass half full about her silence.

'Loving someone is finding out things you don't like and it just not bothering you. I know we don't know everything there is to know about each other, but there's nothing you could do or say that I wouldn't completely forgive.'

She didn't know what to say. This was what you wanted to hear from someone you loved right down to your socks, not someone with whom you vaguely enjoyed eating French fries. And he was right; love isn't about knowing someone.

'I love you, Monk,' he said, not for the first time, but increasing the pressure by taking hold of her fingers. 'You walked into my heart and you're there to stay. You're my forever lover.'

Uh-oh, she thought. There's a fine line between romance and sick bag and he'd just leapt over it with all guns blazing.

His hand moved to his jacket pocket. Monk froze. He felt the frigidity in her fingers, but ignored the sign. Seemingly in slow motion, her eyes widening in horror, she watched as he pulled a small box from his coat and brought it up onto the table. Her mouth opened. She tried to stop herself gaping. He released her fingers so that he could use both hands to open the box. He looked into her eyes, stupidly reading her horror as gobsmacked amazement. The box shaking in his slightly trembling hands, he opened the lid and held the diamond ring towards her.

'Monk,' he said, and she couldn't take her eyes off the glittering stone, 'I love you and I know that you love me. Be my wife.'

Monk managed to drag her eyes away from the ring and look into his eyes. She was spellbound. Her first marriage proposal at the age of thirty-four. Her mum would be delighted. Well, actually, the fact that it had come from a second generation Pakistani immigrant would have her mother very possibly dying of a heart attack, but as long as she never discovered the ethnic origin of the proposer, she'd be able to pass on the glad tidings with impunity.

'Here, love,' said the McDonald's employee at Monk's shoulder, 'you gonnae eat any mair of they chips?'

The spell was broken. They'd finished their lunch a quarter of an hour earlier and the waitress – if that's what you call them in McDonald's – had been looking to clear the table for some time, having nothing else to do.

'You're Scottish,' said Monk. Khan looked at the two women, disturbed that his big moment was being interrupted. Served him right for being stupid enough to do it in a fast food joint.

'You're a flippin' detective,' said the waitress.

'Yeah,' said Monk, 'you're right, I am. You can take them away.'

The waitress cleared the table around the ring, while Monk and Khan sat in quiet and despairing impotence waiting to rejoin their marriage proposal discussion. All plastic and paper crap suitably removed, she nodded at them, looked back at Monk, shook her head and walked off.

Khan pushed the ring another inch across the table and took hold of her fingers with both hands this time.

'What d'you say, Monk?' he said. 'You make my heart sing.'

'Ugh!' said Monk, withdrawing her hand. 'That's too far, bucko. You were doing OK, although, you know I wasn't about to say yes, but the walking into your heart thing, the forever lover remark, and now this.'

He looked suitably hurt; she felt suitably bad for him.

'It's just, I know you're right,' she said. 'You're right about falling in love, and that's how I know I don't love you.'

'It might come,' he said, ditching all his principles about falling in love in search of a persuasive argument.

'And what if I meet someone who I fall for the way you've fallen for me? What then?'

This one made him think. No real argument, no comeback, nothing to say. Knew she was right, knew that she'd been going off the relationship. The whole marriage idea had been a desperate attempt to cling onto something he was losing. Not the first.

'I don't know, Monk,' he said, and she could tell he was getting close to the part where he would lose his dignity, 'I just know I love you and that this can work. We can work.'

He paused. She knew what was coming. He looked sincerely into her eyes; he gripped her fingers once more.

'Try to see it my way ... ' he began singing softly, more Russell Watson than Lennon or McCartney. Monk rose quickly to her feet, holding her hand out in front of her.

'Red card!' she said.

'Monk!' he pleaded.

'I'm taking the last train to Clarksville, dude,' she said. 'Catch you later.'

And with that she was out of the door, faster than a speeding bullet, leaving poor old Khan and his diamond ring alone at the table. He watched her go, considered chasing after her, decided against, then quickly slipped the ring into his pocket, looking around to see how many others in the place had noticed him.

In short, everybody. And he felt very, very stupid.

Waferthin.com

––––––––
Just after two o'clock in the afternoon. Jude Orwell, Chief of Staff of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane, had already heard plenty of good things about the new barber in town and had decided to check the guy out for himself. Had come looking for a Hugh Jackman (X-Men). He had a 2:10 with a couple of women from a feminine hygiene company, so he'd decided to kill two birds and have the meeting while he got his hair cut. It never crossed his mind that he wasn't showing the two women from the feminine hygiene company much respect. He knew nothing about the company, and his PA, Rose, had been unable to unearth any hard information, but the name pretty much said it all as far as he was concerned. Waferthin.com.
Barney was going about his business, creating a magnificently precise Wolverine around the contours of Orwell's head, still a minute or two before the ladies were due to arrive.

'What d'you know about feminine hygiene?' asked Orwell, as he had already realised that Barney was a good fella off whom to bounce ideas.

'It's a positive in itself,' said Barney, cagily. Just how had that question been intended, he wondered.

'Can't argue with that, Sunshine,' said Orwell. 'But, you know, you get these aisles in supermarkets, which are just completely devoted to all sorts of, like, well pads and things. What is that all about? There are millions of them. It's worse than cheese. Different thicknesses, different sizes, different rates of absorption, different pads for different knickers, some have wings, some have straps, some have buttons and badges and clips and studs and knobs and switches. I mean, how many ways can there be to stick a piece of concentrated cotton wool down your pants?'

'Wouldn't it have been someone like you who suggested all that stuff in the first place?' said Barney, fluffing away with some product, which is more or less essential with a Hugh Jackman.

Orwell smiled quietly under his unfolding mop.

'Good point, Batman. They said you were switched on.'

The door opened. Rose with the two executives from Waferthin.com.

'Your 2:10,' she said, as the women walked in. 'Ilona Strawberry and Taylor Bergerac,' she added, and then swiftly withdrew, closing the door behind her.

At first Orwell regarded the women in the mirror, but 1.24 seconds into regarding them in the mirror, he turned round so that he could see them full on. Usually when getting your hair cut, turning round in the middle of it can lead to the most dire of consequences, however as Barney Thomson was also looking at the two women, Orwell didn't need to worry.

Strawberry and Bergerac were cut from the same cloth, as if it was a specific requirement for executives from their firm. Late twenties, suits of rich primary colours, no make-up but for the lipstick to match their accessories, unpretentious hair, and both outstandingly beautiful.

'Taylor Bergerac,' said the first one, extending her hand, first to Barney and then to Orwell, as he scrambled out of his chair like it was kick-off at Le Mans. So much for being cool with the ladies. Bergerac had a firm grip, clear eyes, nice smile, long auburn hair and a ridiculous name.

'Good to meet you,' said Orwell.

Barney said nothing, managing to retain nonchalance under pressure far better than his customer.

'Ilona Strawberry,' said the other, giving her hand first to Barney and then Orwell. Firm grip, eyes hidden behind preposterously chic sunglasses, bit of an edge to the smile, unsure about the mouth, short black hair, totally absurd name. Barney wondered if these people had been Christened by totally absurd parents, or if they'd made the names up when they'd started a dotcom.

'Thanks for coming over,' said Orwell. 'Sorry, I'm just getting a thing. I'm done.'

Barney raised an eyebrow. Bergerac smiled.

'A Hugh Jackman?' she asked.

'Totally,' said Orwell.

'Still got some way to go, I think,' she said, glancing at Barney for confirmation. Barney nodded.

'Go right ahead,' said Strawberry. 'We can still talk.'

Orwell looked at Barney as if needing confirmation from a man that this was all right. He had totally lost control of the situation; all the expertise which he usually brought to the job, all the knowledge about manipulating clients, dominating proceedings, manoeuvring meetings to your best advantage, all completely shot to oblivion because of a couple of women. Barney smiled.

'Sit down,' he said.

Orwell looked a little uncertain, then gestured to the women to be seated in the two chairs which he'd had brought in for the occasion, then he sat back down in the barber's chair. Barney waited until Orwell was settled, glanced at the outrageously chic women, legs crossed in the corner, and then got back to work.

'So,' said Orwell, trying to regain the composure which he realised he had lost, 'how can we do business?'

'Thanks for meeting with us, Mr Orwell,' said Strawberry, meeting his eyes in the mirror, from behind her dark glasses. 'We hope you can be of assistance to us.'

Orwell parted the hands in an almost papal gesture.

'I'll see what I can do.'

'We want you,' said Bergerac, 'to help us get a contract.'

Orwell switched to her, trying to look her in the eye and not the breast. Which is important.

'Sounds interesting,' he said. 'What kind of breasts are we talking about? Contract, obviously,' he added quickly.

'For London 2012,' said Strawberry.

Orwell nodded. There were already most of the usual contracts out there. The endorsements that always ended up on the table of Nike and Coca Cola. And Pringles, for that matter.

'We want you,' said Bergerac, 'to help us get the gig as Official Panty Liner to the Games.'

Orwell couldn't help it. He laughed. The smile spread across his face, but died quickly when he realised he was the only one laughing. Pretty much a rule of thumb in business, not to laugh at your clients.

'Yeah, right,' he said, a little warily. 'Is that, like, a thing?'

'Not at the moment,' said Strawberry.

'We want you to ensure it gets to be a thing,' said Bergerac, 'and to ensure that it is Waferthin.com that gets the contract.'

Orwell looked at the two women, then glanced in the mirror at Barney, as if he needed some male assistance to get him out of this. He should have let Fitzgerald take the meeting like he'd wanted to in the first place. Had to learn to trust the men under him.

'Well, you know,' he began, aware that they were getting much the better of him, 'we can see what we can do, but, I mean, usually the promotional stuff is like sportswear and drinks and stuff. You know, stuff that athletes actually use.'

'You don't think athletes wear panty liners?' said Strawberry.

Orwell nodded and did something with his hands. Totally unprepared, looking stupid, this was a disaster so far.

'For the last World Cup in Germany,' said Bergerac, 'they had an official salted snack, an official motor fuel, an official cheese, an official board game, an official lighter fluid, an official toilet duck ... Shall I go on?'

He nodded again. He did something with his hands. He had to think of something to say, very quickly.

'So, have you got an example of your panty liner with you today?' he asked, and then tried not to shrivel up with embarrassment at the question and the fact that he had unavoidably looked at the crotch of both of them as he'd spoken.

'It doesn't exist yet,' said Strawberry, at least not letting him stew in his disconcertion.

Orwell nodded his head again, unaware that he was looking like one of those awful 70's bobbing duck things.

'Sounds good,' he said. 'Tell me more.'

'It's a concept at the moment, rather than an actual panty liner,' said Bergerac, continuing the thing where the women alternated who spoke, to keep the opposition on its toes.

'And when will it be an actual panty liner?' he asked.

'Never,' said Strawberry. 'We get the contract, we market the product, we get many more contracts on the back of the Olympic gig, we take the money and then we fold. We never make the panty liner. We end up looking like just another dotcom that didn't make it.'

Orwell stared at her. Genius. Right from the first at bat, as soon as they'd walked in. No bullshit, cut to the chase. These were remarkable women, and he'd had the stupidity to be having his hair cut.

'Why are you telling me this? You don't know us from squat,' he said.

'What makes you think that?' said Bergerac.

'You got us taped and stuff?' he asked.

There was a knock and Rose stuck her head into the room. Your timing's off, Rose, thought Orwell. I needed you five minutes ago. I'm into this now, I'm making contact with this woman here.

'There's a call,' said Rose, and he shook his head.

'Bad timing, Ro, catch you in twenty,' he said.

'I think you should take it,' she said.

'Look, Ro, I'm busy. Drop it, park it, do whatever with it. You know I don't like getting interrupted in the middle of stuff. I've got the women, there's the hair thing, give me twenty.'

Rose walked into the office, despite the look he shot her, bent down and whispered into his right ear that Thomas Bethlehem was on the phone, and that they both knew that Mr. Bethlehem did not like to be kept waiting.

Orwell stared at the two women, felt as if they knew why he was being dragged away. He was the subordinate. Bloody Bethlehem, almost as if he'd known that Orwell was hitting it off with at least one of these amazing women.

'All right, Ro,' he said, and he looked at Barney in the mirror, so that Barney backed off.

He stood up, as Rose walked from the office, leaving the door open so that he would be sure to follow.

'Look, I really have to go for a few minutes. I'm sorry, I'll be back as soon as I can,' he said, directing the comment entirely at the women, rather than the man who stood behind him, cutting his hair.

As one, Bergerac and Strawberry rose; Bergerac opened up a small case, removed a file and handed it to Orwell.

'Everything you need is in there,' she said. 'Let us know when you've read it, and we can see what we can do for each other.'

Orwell paused, mouth slightly open, staring into Bergerac's eyes. We can see what we can do for each other. The words had poured from her mouth, laced with sexual tension. The back of his throat was dry, he had completely forgotten any resentment he had about Bethlehem.

'Yeah, yeah,' said Orwell, 'sure. Maybe we can sleep together later.'

'Talk later,' he added, a few seconds further on when he'd realised what he'd said.

Bergerac smiled and nodded, gave him a wee bit of an odd look, then followed Strawberry from the room.

Orwell watched them go, then turned to Barney and gave him a look. Barney gave him nothing in return. Orwell removed the cape, brushed a couple of times at his shoulders, checked the mirror to see what state his projected Hugh Jackman was at, ruffled his hair a bit, said, 'Top birds, eh?' and walked out, without waiting for a reply.

Barney watched him go, then started to tidy up the detritus of what had been a half-completed Wolverine. A minute, then he laid down the brush, walked over to the window and looked down at the river.

'There goes a man who is about to make a complete arse of himself,' he muttered softly.

The Truth About Bing Crosby

––––––––
'You ever heard of Bing Crosby?'
Hugo Fitzgerald smiled, making good eye contact. The evening was going well, as his evenings with women did. The general day-to-day frustrations of the office had been left behind, principally because he felt he was beginning to nicely control the whole Exron contract.

For this evening's meal he had gone for Gordon Ramsay. The guy was so yesterday that Fitzgerald knew he was being innovative in returning to him, because there's nothing more chic than retro. Velouté of cauliflower with a brunoise of scallops to start, followed by dorade royale with a ragoût of blette, rounding it all off with oven roasted caramel bananas en papillote. Strathpeffer mineral water and an elegant Puligny Montrachet.

'Of course I have,' said Harlequin Sweetlips and Fitzgerald nodded.

'Name me some of his songs,' he said, smiling. The meal was past, they were sipping at their cups of New York decaf, and nibbling sexually on those mints that he'd been buying from the small chocolatiers at the far end of Bond Street for the past five years.

Sweetlips was playing her own games.

'Not so easy, is it?' said Bethlehem.

'White Christmas,' she said, taking the edge from a fondant mint, the chocolate melting on her tongue. 'And Moonlight Becomes You, that was one of his.'

Fitzgerald nodded, smiling. He polished off his glass of Montrachet, lifted the bottle, hung it over Sweetlips' glass, although he knew she wouldn't take it, then poured the remainder into his own glass at the shake of her head.

'You know he never sung a note?' he said.

'How do you mean?' she asked. Maybe she was bored. Maybe it was time to get on with the evening's main event.

'It's one of those big Hollywood secrets that people don't talk about. When he made his first film, early '30s sometime, the producers signed him up 'cause they thought he had the right look. Young yet mature, take him home to your mum, boy next door crap. Trouble was, he couldn't sing a damn note.'

'Bing Crosby?'

'Not a damn note,' said Fitzgerald, holding his hands out in a sincere gesture. The smile was broader, so that those dimples appeared in his cheeks. 'They drafted in some other guy, even weirder to look at than Bingo, and he did the singing. A wee Jewish fella.'

'So what happened?'

Sweetlips ran her fingers around the rim of her defunct wine glass, an elegant creation, the small cup perched on top of a slim, six-inch stem. She thought Fitzgerald was all right. Hopelessly lost up his own rectal passage, but that came with the territory. Despite all the crap, he was a decent enough guy, and the dimples made him look cute. She could almost fancy him. Just a shame about what was going to happen.

'Well,' said Fitzgerald, leaning more closely towards her, 'that first movie was huge, so they had to do another one. Next thing they know, boom, Crosby is bigger than Jesus. The studios were stuck with him, and Crosby was stuck with the wee Jewish fella.'

Sweetlips sat back. Her blouse had an Oriental neckline, but the heavy silk of it lay wonderfully on the curve of her breasts, far more alluring than any brash show of cleavage.

'Wasn't the Jewish fella fed up?' she said, playing along.

'Hell, no. He loved it. He was quite happy hanging around in the background. Lived his life in some prodigious mansion in Beverly Hills. Plenty of money, plenty of women, he didn't care. It was perfect.'

She stared at him, the smile a fraction under her lips.

'Nah,' she said eventually, 'don't buy it. People would've known.'

'Course they knew,' said Fitzgerald. 'Hell, at first everyone in the business knew. But in those days, there were all sorts of secrets. Every second star was gay or lesbian or a lizard, Jesus all sorts. Still are. Next to that, the Crosby thing was nothing. And eventually, it just got forgotten about. That's how these things go.'

She coyly let the faintest edge of a smile come to her lips.

'All right,' she said, lazily. 'It's possible.'

'It's a crazy world out there, Harley,' said Fitzgerald.

'Now that,' she said, 'I do believe.'

'So what do you think?' he asked, and his face moved a little closer across the table, his forearms flattened out. His eyes were bright; his teeth were white. 'True or false?'

'Bing?'

'Yep.'

She started to give it some serious thought, then decided to be magnanimous. Give the poor sod one last triumph to take to his grave.

'True,' she said. 'Not entirely convinced, but I'll buy it.'

The smile widened on Fitzgerald's face, and now the dimples, on closer inspection, actually looked a little disfiguring.

'Nice try, Batgirl,' he said, and the eyebrows were raised to accompany the smile. 'I made it up.'

Well! I am shocked, she thought. She giggled and threw her hair back.

'See what I mean?' he said. 'That's how it is these days. Fact is, Harley, if you say anything in life with conviction, you'll be believed. They'll fall for it every time. Lower fat? What the Hell is that? Who cares? The pond life still buy the damn stuff, and when they don't lose weight, they blame it on the fifteen bottles of Tesco's Chilean Chenin they quaffed at New Year's. People'll buy any crap you tell 'em if you look 'em in the eye and mean what you say. That's what we're good at.'

'The company is awesome,' he continued, as she was giving him some space. He was warming to his subject, building to the climax that would result in his evening's conquest. 'We are totally going to be kings. That's why you're making a good move, babe. Bethlehem is good, Orwell's good, but you and me together, we can be better than any of them.'

'Still,' she said, the smile a little more wicked than before, 'only the eighth biggest in Britain at the moment.'

'Seventh,' he said. 'Three years ago we weren't in the top twenty. Now we're kicking butt. Thomas for sure, but all of us. Another two years and we'll be up there, especially with you and me at the helm.'

She ran her finger along her bottom lip. A fine final eruption of enthusiasm from the lad Fitzgerald, she thought, and now presumably he will make his move. Good luck to him.

Fitzgerald incorrectly read the whole finger along the lip thing, but that was inevitable, given that had he known the true agenda of Harlequin Sweetlips it was pretty much a dead cert that he wouldn't have invited her to dinner.

'It's time,' he said. She nodded.

His hand shot out. He grabbed her roughly by the hair, and brought her head forward so that their faces met across the table. His tongue plunged into her mouth. Her head twitched, her lips matched his, she took it for a few seconds, then bit hard onto his tongue.

His head shot back, surprise on his face, tasting blood in his mouth, but the smile broader than before, the pain flaming his desire. He loved pain; loved it when they fought back.

'Hey!' he said. 'That was brutal.'

She didn't say anything. Her eyes blazed.

'Let's do it,' he said, leaning forward again.

She nodded her head slowly.

'Yeah,' she said. 'Let's.'

She lifted her empty wine glass and held it up to show him, as if offering it for a toast. He looked at her quizzically, assuming she had some weird sexual thing in mind. But when she moved it was with speed and grace, an almost balletic quality to the motion.

She brought the wine glass down on the edge of the table, so that the cup snapped off with a loud crack at the top of the stem and spiralled into the air, then in the same flowing movement she brought the stem up and plunged it into his right eye, through the ball and deep into the socket, forcing it in the full six inches, so that the base of the glass rested up against his face.

The initial spurt of blood was arrested by the bottom of the glass, so that as Fitzgerald pitched forward, his head thudding noisily on the table, the blood squirmed uneasily from underneath the glass and began to spread across the white table cloth, which had up until now only been despoiled by a smidge of blette.

Then she caught the cup on its downward spiral.

She drained the dregs from the glass, pushed her chair back and rose to her feet. She looked down at the back of Fitzgerald's head, the blood now spreading to contaminate his Harvey Nicholls smart but casual.

'Brunoise of scallops,' she said softly. 'Pretentious little shit.'

And with that, Sweetlips lifted her bag, took out the small kit she had brought along to wipe the scene clear of evidence while planting more evidence along the way, and got to work.

*** 

Three-thirty in the morning and Fitzgerald's place was a throng of Feds. The scenes of crime officers were doing their bit. Taking prints, picking up hairs with tweezers, doing the DNA thing.

The body was where it had sat for just under six hours. Prints had been taken from the bottom of the wine glass, but the stem had still to be removed from the eye socket. Harlequin Sweetlips had added a new set of fingerprints to the mix, and so the SOCOs were in the process of collecting them from a variety of different places around the house.

The officer in charge of the investigation – having been dragged from a mundane assault along the bottom end of the Tottenham Court Road – Detective Chief Inspector Frank Frankenstein, 43, stood over the corpse.

'Hugo Fitzgerald,' said Daniella Monk, looking at the few notes that she had made since arriving in the apartment ten minutes prior to her boss. 'Thirty-three. Worked for a firm of marketing consultants just along the river. Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane. Pretty big, apparently. Unmarried. Member of the MCC.'

'Jesus,' said Frankenstein.

'None of your prejudices,' she said.

'Zip it, Danno,' said Frankenstein. 'What else?'

'Not much. Did you know you could get Endive & Beetroot scented shampoo?' she asked.

Frankenstein grunted. 'Sounds like a packet of crisps,' he said gruffly.

'Big into Bulgarian folk music,' she added.

'Oh, for God's sake,' said Frankenstein.

'Apart from that, nothing. The flat's all show and no substance.'

Frankenstein let out a long sigh, then straightened his back, as his sergeant was always telling him to do to get rid of the humph, and stretched his arms out wide. As soon as he had done it, however, his mind moved on and the humph returned. He looked around the room.

'All show, no substance. Not often you see that these days,' he said glibly. 'What the hell do marketing consultants do anyway?'

Frankenstein was in his second year with the Metropolitan Police, having transferred from Strathclyde. Unusually amongst his colleagues, he enjoyed his work. However, he still hadn't got used to London. Every day he thought about going home.

'They're the people who decide what kind of chocolate bar we're all going to like next year,' said Monk. 'It's because of them you get miniature Mars Bars, wipes for absolutely everything on the planet and limited edition packets of crisps.'

'Ah,' said Frankenstein. 'That's good. At least one of them's dead.'

And with that he turned his back on Monk and the corpse, and began to walk from the apartment.

'I take it you know where to find the offices of Bethlehem, Humpty & Dumpty?' he threw over his shoulder.

'Yeah,' she said, in his wake.

'We'll go there in the morning,' he said. 'I'm going to bed. Expect you'll be wanting to get back to Sergeant Khan.'

'Dumped him,' she said.

Frankenstein grunted. 'About bloody time,' he said, as he pulled open the front door, before stepping back with some annoyance, as another three SOCOs entered to continue their intelligence gathering activities.

The Walls Bled Pop Culture

––––––––
Barney Thomson awoke suddenly, bolt upright in bed, looking around the room, trying to remember who and where he was. Almost thirty seconds of confusion, a strange divine madness of having no idea to his identity or location, and then the already chaotic noise of the buses and other traffic outside weaved its way insidiously into his head, and he remembered London and he remembered haircutting and the offices of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane.
He let his head fall back onto the pillow, ran his hand through his hair, which he'd had cut very short. A long breath. Recognised the uneasy feeling that had dragged him from a deep sleep. Another of the dreams that constantly troubled him, although all recollection of it had gone. Closed his eyes, tried to see where he had just come from, but the dreams were always impossible to get back. Maybe this time there had been something more.

He shivered, a violent shudder throughout his body, and he opened his eyes again seeking daylight. Swung his legs out from under the sheets, sat on the edge of the bed, feet on the floor.

Murder. There had been murder.

Or was that just London on any given night? Of course there had been murder. But this was close to home, this was going to have been someone he knew. It was starting again. It followed him everywhere he went, his eternal curse. He hadn't even been able to escape it by dying, couldn't escape it by running from town to town, city to city, couldn't escape it by settling down in small town Scotland. Didn't even have to be told that it had started, he instinctively knew.

'What did I do to deserve this?' he said bitterly, rose from the bed in his T-shirt and boxer shorts, then pulled the curtain and looked down on another bleak morning in central London.

Somewhere, someone knew exactly what Barney was thinking. They knew the question that Barney had just asked in what he'd thought was an empty room, and they knew the answer.

*** 

Jude Orwell was sitting at his desk. Rose had just shown Frankenstein and Monk into his office, after she herself had informed him of Fitzgerald's death. While Thomas Bethlehem was away, trawling the Continent for new clientele, Orwell led the line, and took the heat when one of the employees unexpectedly received a wine glass in the eye.

Orwell waited. Monk was looking at the wallpaper; a rich velvet, with '60s retro, sub-Warhol banana imprint. Frankenstein was looking around the office, his eyes finally settling on a Monet print. All style, no substance, he had already decided, and that was even without knowing how much the wallpaper cost.

'So, God,' said Orwell, because neither of the officers seemed to be on the verge of saying anything.

'I quite like Monet,' said Frankenstein, and Orwell squirmed as he pronounced the t. 'Course, they're saying he's the new Charlie Brown,' Frankenstein added.

Frankenstein turned and gave Orwell a knowing smile, as if they were two art connoisseurs together, sharing a private joke, and Orwell forced the smile back.

'You don't pronounce the t in Monet,' said Monk.

Frankenstein gave her a look over his shoulder then smiled wryly at Orwell, continuing the thing between the two of them, as if they were superior.

'Look, eh, you know, like, God,' said Orwell, trying to retrieve the situation, before Frankenstein suggested that they hoof it across the river to the Tate Modern for a couple of hours' art appreciation, 'Hugo. You know, what happened?'

'Danno,' said Frankenstein, as he turned his attention to another print in amongst the bananas. Modern art this time. However, as he couldn't actually decide what it was a picture of, he was destined not to look at it for too long.

'His body was found in his apartment in the middle of the night by a neighbour. Door left open. He'd been dead for around six hours.'

'My God,' said Orwell, 'He was young, eh? Like, twenty-nine or something?'

'Thirty-three,' said Frankenstein over his shoulder, taking the words from Monk's lips.

'Right,' said Orwell. Thirty-three. Bloody Hell. He'd looked young for his age. Definitely popping all sorts of stuff. Live fast, die young, we all get what we deserve.

'He was murdered,' said Monk, waiting for the reaction.

Orwell's mouth opened and a strange little sound escaped. His pupils shot out large. His eyes were wide. He showed no effort to mask the initial surprise, and nor did he seem to be faking it. He closed his mouth and, as he stared at her, he tried to remember what he'd been doing the night before in case they were here to question him in connection with the murder.

'You all right?' she said, taking a step closer to him.

Orwell nodded. Under other circumstances – that is, circumstances where he wasn't obsessing about Taylor Bergerac, Waferthin.com gal – he would've found Daniella Monk extremely attractive.

'Yeah,' said Orwell, 'yeah. I mean, God, Hugo. What happened? You know who did it? Are you questioning anyone?'

'The investigation is in its infancy,' she said, taking an expedient seat. 'I wonder if we could just ask you a few things?'

Frankenstein had moved onto just idly staring at the wallpaper and was nodding his appreciation of pop culture.

'Sure,' said Orwell, feeling ridiculously unsettled. It wasn't as if he'd murdered Hugo Fitzgerald.

'Warhol's the new DC Comics, that's what they're saying nowadays,' said Frankenstein, turning around with a knowing smile.

*** 

Frankenstein and Monk walked back through the large open plan office of the station. The place was buzzing as always, but the frenetic activity, the voraciously thumped computers, the phones being shouted at, the cell phones ringing, belied the fact that it was all routine, all mundane, all slaves to the prosaic nature of everyday crime.

'Didn't get much,' said Monk, as they walked into Frankenstein's office, which was an untidy affair bereft of any noticeable order.

'Danno,' said Frankenstein, as he walked behind his desk, slumped down into the chair and looked at the desktop to see if there was anything in amongst the mire of paper that was new and should be considered, 'you never do in this life. When did we leave there?' he added, looking up at the clock on his wall which hadn't worked in six months.

'Forty minutes ago,' she said.

'Good,' he said. 'Go back there on your own.'

'Why?'

'Because,' said Frankenstein, 'you're a woman. Seemed to be mostly men in that building. Talk to some of them. Start with Orwell again, then work your way up from the bottom. And I heard they've got a barber. Speak to him. Barbers know shit. People talk to barbers, say things they shouldn't.'

'Why didn't you just tell me to stay when we were there?' she said, making her way to the door.

'I was thinking,' he shot back.

She pulled the door open.

'Pain in the neck,' she muttered, as she went.

'Zip it, Danno,' said Frankenstein and, with another derisive look thrown his way, she headed out of the door.

Less Of A Sock, More Of A Guiding Light To An Eternal Vision Of Happiness, Joy And Spiritual Fulfilment

––––––––
Piers Hemingway and John Wodehouse were in Orwell's office, discussing the division of Fitzgerald's work. The man's body might almost still be warm, but they couldn't let things lie in this business. Orwell had touched base with Bethlehem somewhere in the south of France, and had been given the go-ahead to sort out the bulk of Fitzgerald's in-tray. The conversation had been brief. Bethlehem had sounded distracted, almost disinterested. Orwell found it fascinating; wondered if Bethlehem was losing interest, saw his chances of making inroads into the company grow with every day Bethlehem was gone. Had the go-ahead to appoint Fitzgerald's successor, a problem to which Orwell was already giving thought; albeit, not as much thought as another problem that was playing on his mind.
'Right,' said Hemingway, who was reading down the list, 'we've done the wine gums, Ethiopian immigration fiasco, diet headache tablets for women and the pension security thing. That just leaves WonderSocks.'

'Yeah,' said Wodehouse, 'WonderSocks.'

Orwell shook his head. Wodehouse also shook his head. Then nodded. Big contract, they had given it to Fitzgerald because it was a shootie-in.

'What have we got so far?' asked Orwell.

Hemingway sighed and looked over the rough outline that he and Fitzgerald had worked through in ten minutes the previous week.

'We're looking at a nationwide billboard campaign. We're thinking Naomi or Kate, maybe go Hollywood and get Uma or Liv, not sure.'

'What about Kate Winslet?' said Orwell, although as he spoke he was actually thinking about Taylor Bergerac, the main issue which was occupying his mind.

'Too chunky,' said Hemingway.

'Been at the mince pies,' said Wodehouse, shaking his head.

'Jesus, give the girl a break,' said Orwell. 'She's hot.'

'Fine, if we were looking at her breasts,' said Hemingway. 'We're selling socks. We need to stay focused,' he added, because he could tell Orwell wasn't entirely switched on, and he was feeling a new lease of confidence with Fitzgerald's sudden departure. Fancied himself in pole position for the Head of TV Contracts gig. 'So,' he continued, 'we're looking at some slim überbabe, she's in the buff, full frontal breast shot ... '

'So we are looking at her breasts?' said Orwell, smiling. 'You see, Piers, we're always looking at their breasts.'

'The client specified slim,' said Hemingway.

'Slim,' said Wodehouse.

'There'll be the usual stink after the girl's tits go up all round the country,' said Hemingway, 'so we'll have to be ready with the back-up poster as soon as we get the call from the ASW.'

'For the follow up,' said Orwell, 'the bird has to be staring out at the public with a look that says, you could've been looking at my boobs right now if it hadn't been for the complaint from that boring old twat sitting next to you on the bus.'

'Totally,' said Hemingway.

'Yeah,' said Wodehouse.

'Socks can be sexy,' said Hemingway, 'that's the hook. She's lying back on the carpet ... '

'Looking as if she's just been shagged?' said Orwell.

'Depends who we go with. If it's Uma or Naomi, you probably want to go with that whole ice-queen, you can look but you better not touch thing. If we end up with Cameron Diaz, we'd go with the shagged look.'

'Good point,' said Wodehouse.

'She's on the carpet,' said Hemingway, 'with her feet propped up on the edge of a leather sofa. Black and white photograph, socks alone are in bright colour. We'll use a variety, with at least ten different posters.'

'Excellent,' said Orwell. 'How much of that came from Fitzgerald?'

'About twenty-eighty,' said Hemingway, fluffing out his own part in the piece. Orwell bought it and nodded. Any of them could've done it in their sleep. Poor old Hugo, going through the motions.

'And TV?' asked Orwell.

'We're going for a combo of the sex thing and the scientific aspect. Horny and naked-except-for-socks bird walking through a chic apartment, while we explain that WonderSocks improve your posture, thereby making your breasts look great, they ensure your feet are fragrant, even at the end of the day, and they help you go to the bathroom, lose weight, make your hair shine, get rid of spots, banish cellulite forever and reduce stress.'

'Excellent,' said Wodehouse.

'And some sort of spiel like ... Feel the magic. Enter a world of ecstasy and freedom. Dive into a beautiful pool of orgasms and feel the pleasure and rapture caress your entire body. Give in to the breathtaking intensity of what the New York fashion critics are calling the most exciting socks produced anywhere in the world in all of history ... '

'Nice. And we're using the same chick as for the billboards?'

'Yeah,' said Hemingway.

'Sounds good, Piers, I like the way you're going with it. When do we have to present?'

'End of next week,' answered Hemingway.

'Cool. Can you have a full outline with me by Monday afternoon?'

'No problem,' said Hemingway.

'Easy,' said Wodehouse.

Orwell sat back and nodded. Twenty-five minutes and that was a wrap on the work of Hugo Fitzgerald. That was how it was sometimes. Didn't mean he wouldn't have been Premiership some day, but certainly not now. Dying might be a cool career move for movie stars, but in advertising it's a complete wash-out.

Hemingway rose and walked from the room, Wodehouse on his coat-tails. When the door was closed, Orwell stood up and looked out of the window. Had a wonderful view up the north bank towards the city, as well as out across the river and away south. Almost time, he thought, to nip along to the Wilbury Close for a quick pint. Sort out a few things in his head.

In the thirty-three minutes between Frankenstein and Monk leaving, and the arrival of Hemingway and Wodehouse, Orwell had concentrated on the Waferthin.com file. It was good work, an excellent presentation of a quality business plan. Trashed the opposition, talked their own product up to the sky. There was no mention, of course, of what they had verbalised to him – Orwell thought in terms of words like verbalise – that the genuine business plan included a definite intention to fold the company.

Three and a half seconds after Hemingway and Wodehouse had left the room, the door opened. Orwell didn't turn round.

'The police sergeant is back,' said Rose.

Orwell's heart sank, his initial thought being that this would be the pointless little man who had so offended him, because he'd had exactly the same opinions on art as he had himself. He turned to see Rose usher Daniella Monk into the room, and immediately he relaxed.

'If you've got a few more minutes,' said Monk.

'Just going for a pint,' he said. 'You want to come, Sergeant?'

Monk hesitated – bad move to let them dictate the location – but then the alternative was his office with absurd banana wallpaper.

'Sure,' she said.

*** 

Monk sat and stared at the floor of the Wilbury Close while Orwell got the drinks in. She'd ordered a half cider and hoped it wouldn't be Strongbow, that ultimate triumph of marketing over taste. While she waited, she looked at an empty packet of Honey Roasted Nuts – roasted in solar-powered ovens, may contain nuts – and tried not to let her prejudices get the better of her. Orwell represented everything that she hated about life in the new millennium, style over substance, money over values. Quietly hoping that he was going to turn out to be the killer.

Orwell returned with the drinks and lowered himself into a soft chair. Half Strongbow for Monk, pint of Heineken for himself.

'Cheers,' he said, raising his glass, and she nodded and took a sip. She shouldn't even have been there. She should have had a quick ten minute chat in his office, and then gone amongst the staff.

'What can you tell me about Hugo Fitzgerald?' she said, getting on with it.

'Not a lot,' said Orwell. 'Been with the company a couple of years, a while before I got there. Risen up through the ranks. Maybe not as fast as he ought, but he was getting there. Head of TV Contracts, one of the major positions.'

'So you dealt with him directly?'

'All the time.'

'How many staff does the company employ?'

'Two hundred and thirty-one.'

Monk took out a notebook and started jotting down, trying to obscure with her hand what she was writing.

'Fairly equal men and women?' she asked. There was no answer and she lifted her head. Orwell was looking a little uneasy. 'Equal numbers of men and women?' she repeated.

'Well, you know,' said Orwell, 'I don't believe these things are straightforward.'

'What does that mean?' she said. 'Either it's fairly equal or it's not.'

'Two hundred and eleven of the staff are male orientated.'

A clock ticked. A woman at the bar opened a bag of crisps.

'Male orientated. You mean they're men?'

'Yeah, they're men,' he said.

'So,' said Monk, 'the company employs twenty women. Right?'

'Yeah, Monk, you know, I want to say that that's about right. About twenty women,' he said.

Monk? Who did this guy think he was?

'And how many of those female orientated employees are secretaries or typists?' she asked.

Orwell nodded and took another long drink. It wasn't his company, but he was representing it here and now; and it wasn't as if he didn't agree with Bethlehem's recruitment policy.

'About one hundred percent,' he said.

'That would be all of them, then?' she said.

'Yeah,' said Orwell, 'all of them.'

'That's not exactly representative of today's workforce now, is it?'

'I don't know,' said Orwell. 'I mean, I don't know. Isn't it?'

'The company does not employ any women in executive positions, Mr Orwell. That's not representative.'

'Hey, look,' he said, 'apart from the lousy jobs that men won't do, we don't employ them in clerical positions either. We ain't biased.'

She closed her notebook.

'You're going to explain that,' she said.

Orwell leaned forward. Might as well be open, because this was a murder enquiry about Hugo Fitzgerald, not some trumped up complaint from the equal ops brigade.

'Look, bottom line is, Monk,' he said, 'and I don't mean this personally, but Mr Bethlehem believes that you can't trust women. That's the truth, and you know, I'm inclined to agree with him. Now this may be old fashioned, and you may not like it, but it's what I believe, so I'm owning the statement. Women are unreliable. They have loose tongues. They have no conception of discretion. I don't know if that's genetic, but it's the truth. Then there's the whole menstruation thing, and of course, the fundamental need to go and have a baby the minute they get into a position of responsibility. There are all sorts of issues going on with women.'

'I've heard about men from your planet,' she said.

'Hey, look, Monk,' he said, and she was about to smack his head open over the Monk thing, 'I know what you're thinking. A lot of men ain't much better, and I agree. Okay, we don't menstruate, and the baby thing's way off, but men have faults too. But lets park that for the moment. Basically, men are like dogs. You can read 'em like a book. Happy, pissed off, whatever, it's obvious. But women are like cats. You never know what they're thinking. They'll suck up when they want something, but they've always got their own agenda, and as soon as a better deal comes along, bad-a-bing, they're outta there.'

She took a long drink, holding his gaze throughout.

'Bad-a-bing,' she said.

'Look, it's Mr Bethlehem's company,' he said. 'He has to run it the way he thinks best. We interview women for jobs, course we do, and if ever we get an applicant we think is up for it, she'll be in there.'

'As long as she's had a hysterectomy?' said Monk, witheringly.

'Monk,' said Orwell, and she pursed her lips, 'it is what it is. You want another?'

She straightened her shoulders, until she realised she was pushing out her chest and that Neanderthal Man would probably take it as a come on. So she relaxed and rose to her feet, despite the fact that Orwell was not even half way through his pint.

'I'm going to get back to your office and speak to some of the people who worked with Fitzgerald,' she said.

'Sure thing,' said Orwell. 'Ask for Waugh in MAD, he'll be able to help you out.'

'Thanks,' said Monk, although she wasn't sure what she was thanking him for, and with a nod she turned and walked to the door.

'See you, Monk,' he said to her back She stopped, then turned back and returned to the table, stood over him, held his condescending gaze for a few seconds.

'If you call me Monk again,' she said, 'I'll rip your scrawny little dick off and stick it down your throat. You got that, dude?'

Orwell nodded, said nothing. Monk held his gaze, then walked quickly away, stepping out into the damp chill of a late morning in March.

At First Sight

––––––––
Monk opened the door to the small shop on the tenth floor. Caught the view first, the main window staring along the Thames towards the barrier, then she looked at the man sitting in the barber's chair, feet on the floor, staring out into space. He didn't turn at the sound of the door. Long day, she presumed, not looking for any more customers. She waited, curious, but he didn't look round.
'Barney Thomson?' she said eventually.

Another second and then Barney turned to face her. Careworn face, eyes that had seen too much. She saw the same attractiveness that most women who saw Barney Thomson for the first time recognised; and she had the sudden shock of wondering if this was a moment such as Sergeant Khan had been talking about the day before.

'Aye,' he said. 'Hair cut?'

'Do I look like an employee?' she asked, her previous two hours in the building having given her a fair understanding of the few women who worked in the establishment.

'Fair point,' said Barney. 'You'll be the police sergeant that everyone's been talking about.'

'Yeah. Can I ask you a few questions?'

Barney gave a slow shrug of the shoulders in reply. There always seemed to be police officers in his life. Didn't make any difference to him anymore what they asked. Had felt the weight of the world on those shrugging shoulders all day, his premonition of the morning having turned out to be true. Fate would have its day once more.

'Take a seat,' he said.

'I'll stand,' she replied. She walked to the window and stood looking down at the murky waters of the river, turning her back on him. This guy was just a routine interview, all in the course of her enquiries; straight bat, ignore the attraction.

'You're employed by the company to do the hair of the staff?' she asked to start the ball rolling.

'You are in the police,' said Barney in reply.

She started to turn, but stopped herself.

'You could be freelance, getting paid for each individual job,' she said with a tone. 'I'm establishing that you're paid by the company, and the employees don't pay for the haircuts themselves.'

Barney smiled.

'Fair point,' he said. 'I'm paid a flat wage, the employees make appointments, they get their hair cut for free.'

'Any of them tip?' she asked, expecting that the type of person employed in this company would take the opportunity not to.

'Not yet,' said Barney.

'How long have you worked here?' she asked, this time venturing a glance over her shoulder. Caught his eye, saw that look again, confirmed the fact that there might be a thing there, and she turned away.

'This is my second day,' said Barney.

This time she turned all the way round.

'You're kidding me?'

'Is that a disappointment to you?' asked Barney.

'What happened to the last barber?' said Monk.

'I'm the first.'

She held his gaze and then laughed, thinking of Frankenstein and his brilliant idea of her speaking to the guy who does the hair, and all the information he'd have at his fingertips.

'You've got a nice smile,' said Barney from nowhere, and it slowly faded from her lips.

'Thank you.'

Another look exchanged.

'Why are you telling me that?' she said suddenly.

'Because you have.'

'So how many haircuts have you done in the last two days?' she asked, again at a rush. Get the questions back on track, stop acting like an idiot.

'About twelve,' said Barney. 'Couldn't tell you all the names, but if you speak to Madonna on the front desk, she's probably got a note of them.'

And Monk found herself exercising that nice smile of hers again. Madonna on the front desk ...

'You do Hugo Fitzgerald?' she asked.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Did a good job too. Complete waste.'

She slowly tapped a pen on the notebook she'd taken from her pocket, whilst standing at the window.

'Anyone talking about his murder today?' she asked.

Barney smiled again. Maybe he was enjoying the police interview this time. Maybe he was just enjoying it because of Daniella Monk. She could be asking him anything. All words would sound sweet from those lips.

Jesus, Barney, he thought, get a grip of yourself.

'Not in any proactive sense,' he said. 'There were no confessions, nor I'm afraid, any implicating of anyone else in the company. Bit disappointing really.'

Monk took the sarcasm this time, slipped the notebook into her pocket. The guy's second day on the job. What was the point? Maybe in a month's time, if they still hadn't got anywhere, he might be useful; might have heard something in those intervening weeks.

'I'll leave you to it,' she said. 'I should be getting back to the station.'

She took her eyes from his and walked past him to the door. Didn't turn, door open.

'D'you want to have dinner tonight?' said Barney to her back. Well, why not? Nothing ventured.

She paused, turned, a slight stiffening of the frame.

'Pardon me?' she said, although of course she had heard just fine and it was entirely a giving-herself-extra-time manoeuvre.

'Dinner?' said Barney. 'I went to a Japanese place last night. Thought I'd go back. Exceptional.'

She stalled, although this time just by staring at him a bit vaguely. You don't have to know someone to fall in love. It's in the look in the eyes, the smile, the words playing in your head.

'Can't,' she said automatically. Didn't know why. Defence mechanism. She contemplated some further explanation, but then decided that it wasn't necessary, and quickly turned once more and was gone.

Barney watched the door for a while, wondering if she was going to come back in, but knowing that she wouldn't. Still, he thought, as he looked out at the damn clouds, which were as bleak as they'd been a minute earlier, here he was, back in the old routine, and it was a fair bet that he'd be seeing more of Daniella Monk.

*** 

Matty Goldbeck, a strange little man who did things with powder and sprays and microscopes, one of the army of SOCOs who'd been all over the crime scene, walked into Frankenstein's office to find him sitting in the same position as Monk had left him some time earlier.

'Got a match on the fingerprints,' said Goldbeck. Not one for introductions.

'God, what happened?' said Frankenstein. 'Usually takes you comedians about six days to come up with that kind of stuff.'

'Fuck you,' said Goldbeck, going straight into the ready banter common between police officers and scientists.

'Yeah, whatever,' said Frankenstein. 'Anyone we know?'

Goldbeck looked down at the paper in his hands, bearing the two representations of the matching prints. He lifted his head and looked at Frankenstein.

'Sort of. You're not going to like it.'

'It's not my mother again, is it?'

'The Archbishop of Middlesex,' said Goldbeck, and he shrugged and tossed the piece of paper down onto Frankenstein's desk.

Frankenstein glanced up at Goldbeck.

'Why am I not going to like that? Why do you suppose I even give a shit? You think I'm religious or something? Jesus.'

'He's the PM's personal religious adviser.'

Frankenstein wanted to curse again and say that he didn't care, but it wasn't like that didn't make a difference. He closed his eyes. Why couldn't it just have been a straightforward brutal murder enquiry? Fun for everyone. In five seconds Goldbeck had introduced politics and religion.

'Fuck,' he said eventually. 'I don't know anything about that shit. Tell me.'

Goldbeck dragged a chair towards him with his right foot and sat down across the desk.

'You know about the whole turmoil within the Anglican church ... ' he began, but was stopped by the look on Frankenstein's face. 'Whatever. There's turmoil in the Anglican church. Factions. These people are bastards, brutal. Anyway, vicious religious infighting, go figure. They created a new Archbishopric last year, a kind of compromise position. Middlesex, based at St Paul's.'

'And he's adviser to the PM?' said Frankenstein.

'Yep.'

'And his fingerprints are all over the weapon that was used to murder Hugo Fitzgerald?'

'Yep.'

'Holy fucking crap,' said Frankenstein softly, voice deep with melancholic resignation. He sat forward, shoulders hunched, rested his forearms on the desk.

'Now, don't bite my arse off, but I have to ask. Are you sure?'

Goldbeck smirked. 'Fair question,' he said. 'Yes, I'm sure.'

Frankenstein let out another long sigh, slowly let his forehead drop to the desk. He banged it a couple of times then sat up straight, looked across the desk at Goldbeck.

'Jesus fucking Christ,' he said. 'I mean, for a start, why on earth do we have the fingerprints of an Anglican Archbishop on file in the first place?'

'He was stopped for drink driving a couple of years ago.'

'Ah.'

Frankenstein stood up, turned and looked through the small window out into the grey of a bleak afternoon in London.

'Bollocks.'

He heard Goldbeck push back his chair, and then the slow footsteps retreat from his office as Goldbeck threw a 'see you' over his shoulder. Frankenstein didn't turn. He looked out at the grey clouds, already beginning to accept that there was no way he possessed the delicacy which was going to be required in handling this situation.

The Remains Of Hugo Fitzgerald

––––––––
Harlequin Sweetlips had had an excellent, exhilarating day. Still had the monumental rush, the blood pumping, sheer visceral excitement of the kill the night before. Could feel the stem of the wine glass smoothly penetrating the skull. That explicit moment of death, when the weapon is an extension of the hand and the arm and the intention and the desire, and it all becomes one. Better than any other feeling in the world.
She had walked the streets of the city all day, looking people in the eye, daring them to know what she had done, loving the thrill of knowing what no one else knew; that she was the killer about whom they were reading in the Standard.

She stepped into the bar and looked quickly around the room. Music not too loud, a decent crowd in, a few full tables, a couple of guys sitting at the bar. Had decided not to head back to Paris that evening, and didn't yet feel like going to her London home to sit alone in her apartment, no matter how impossibly chic it was. So, needed to sit in the company of her fantastic fellow man. Didn't have to talk to any of them, just didn't want to be alone. The demons came when she was alone, and they were forever nasty.

Demons are as demons do.

She approached the bar and sat down. Barman still busy with an order of two Buds and some horrible vodka mixer, the idea for which had been conjured up in the offices of the largest marketing organisation in London. He cast a glance her way, acknowledged her, and quickened the delivery of his current order so that he could get around to her. Didn't like to keep the ladies waiting, particularly ones who looked like Harlequin Sweetlips.

Given a few seconds to spare, she held her hands out in front of her and studied her nails. Delicious varnish, a very dark red. Each nail approximately half a centimetre from the end of the finger. Good quality uniformity across both hands, but then if you're going to pay £1700 for a manicure it's got to be a pretty damn good one. And underneath the top quality varnish, her fingers still shook; an imperceptible tremble. Wouldn't have known it was there, except that she could feel it. She knew her whole body was still shaking, from her heart to the ends of her toes. A good vibration, in tune with the buzzing in her head.

She caught the next man along at the bar staring at her, strange look in his eye. He turned away as soon as she noticed him, but she'd seen the light of recognition and it increased the pounding in her chest. It'd been a fleeting glance, less than a second, but she'd read it. She knew the human condition; she knew what went on in the minds of men. This bloke hadn't looked at her and thought the usual things that men thought when they saw Harlequin Sweetlips. He hadn't used his nanosecond to undress her or to wonder what kind of performance she'd put up in bed. He hadn't exercised a little guilt and included his wife or girlfriend in his ephemeral fantasy with this woman at the bar. He hadn't been thinking about sex in any form, which was the case with every other man she met. She was gorgeous and she gave off the vibe. But this guy hadn't got it, or if he had, he'd seen something else which had overridden it.

She swallowed. She let her hands rest on the bar. Tapped a fingernail on the counter. She don't like California, it's cold and it's damp ... Looked at the row of single malts behind the bar. Hadn't touched them in three years. Best not to now.

'What can I get you, love?'

Violently snapped from her reverie, so sudden that she felt it in the tension in her neck. She stared at the barman, taking a few seconds to focus; trying to get her mind off the troubled feeling which had immediately begun to haunt her with the glance from the man sitting three yards away, now toying with a bottle of Miller.

'Vodka tonic?' she said, almost as if expecting them not to have it.

'Sure,' said the barman.

'Long glass, loads of ice,' said Sweetlips.

'Always,' he said.

There passed some pointless look between them and he turned to fetch the long glass. She tried to stop herself looking along the bar again, and managed it for less than a second. The man who had disconcerted her so much was doing that man-at-a-bar thing, staring blankly at the marks in the wood, bottle in hand, tapping it gently on the surface. Thinking about nothing at all, some might say, but Harlequin Sweetlips knew he was thinking about her.

Her drink appeared in front of her, and once again she was brought sharply back to focus, and she wondered how long she'd been staring.

'Six-eighty, please, love,' said the barkeep, and Sweetlips dug into her pocket for a ten pound note. She looked back along the bar, as the barkeep felt the whisper of jealousy; here was a spectacularly attractive woman who was going to be sharing her secrets with someone at his bar other than him.

She took a sip from her drink, the first cold fantastic touch on her tongue and her throat immediately calming the anxiety. Wintry, fresh alcohol. This time she didn't remove her eyes from him, no intention of doing so until he looked at her.

The man could feel her gaze burrowing into the side of his head. Had recognised the colour of the murderer, had recognised from the look in her eye that she had seen right through him, had known that he had known her. The longer his life went on, the more encounters he had with serial murderers, the more he stumbled across those who would cry havoc and wreak terrible vengeance on society for whatever ailed their minds, the more he recognised those murderers, possibly even before they had descended into the hell which led them to their crimes.

He turned finally and looked her straight in the eye; immediately saw into the depths, saw such brutality and such blunt malignancy of spirit that he felt a sudden turning in the stomach, taking him by surprise, because he hadn't thought that anything could scare him anymore.

He had recognised the evil within.

'What are you doing later?' asked Harlequin Sweetlips, regaining her confidence, feeling the power restored.

He smiled, relaxing with the words. No matter the depths of malevolence, words were only ever words. No intention was ever good or bad, only ever expedient. She may have represented some evil greater than even he had ever come across, but what could she do to him that had not been done before? Were not his wanderings so lonely and distracted and forlorn, that it would be to his benefit for someone to bring them to a necessary conclusion?

He put the bottle to his mouth, tipping the last of it down his throat. Settled it back on the counter, rose from his chair. Did up the buttons on his coat against the rain which he presumed would still be falling outside, lifted his collar and finally turned to face her.

'Well,' he said slowly, 'I'm about to go home and have an early night, and you ain't coming. I might be back here tomorrow night and I might not. My answer might be different then and it might not. There'll only be one way for you to find out.'

Harlequin Sweetlips took a slow drink and set her glass back down on the bar. Stared at Barney Thomson. Barney returned the gaze.

'Goodnight,' he said with a beautiful lie of outward calm, and Sweetlips said nothing as he turned his back and headed towards the door, feeling the vicious chainsaw of her stare rampage violently across his body as he went.

*** 

DCI Frankenstein was troubled, but not by the body before him. The fingerprints of the Archbishop of Middlesex were the source of his stress. He had yet to speak to anyone about it, and had yet to even start to think how he was going to speak to the Archbishop himself. No idea where to start, well aware of the nest of vipers which awaited him.

He and Monk were at the mortuary, where the body of Hugo Fitzgerald still lay, pale and quiet. They were standing over the cadaver, looking down at the face, the mouth slightly open, lips cold, the black wound in the forehead.

One of Fitzgerald's neighbours had reported seeing him entering his building with a woman, but the description of his female companion, beyond the wearing of a silk blouse with a Chinese neckline, was thin and practically useless. Of course, the Harlequin Sweetlips who was seen with Hugo Fitzgerald, looked nothing like the Harlequin Sweetlips who had just met Barney Thomson in a bar. Think Uma Thurman, then think Pulp Fiction and Beautiful Girls. Or Dangerous Liaisons and Gattaca. Or The Avengers and Jennifer 8. Harlequin Sweetlips appeared in a different form before every man that she would murder, or think about murdering. She was a shapeshifter.

(The fact that she always wore the neck-high Chinese type of blouse, regardless of her hair colour or spectacles or lipstick, would do nothing to help pinpoint her. As soon as it became known that the killer wore those outfits, it became the latest in London chic and sales of the things rose faster than they had since the release of Dr No.)

'Looks pretty dead to me,' said Frankenstein. 'What d'you say, Danno?'

'More or less,' said Monk.

'So, how d'you get on?' he asked casually. 'Find out anything from the barber?'

She hesitated. Frankenstein glanced at her from the corner of his eye.

Monk stared at the dark hole in the forehead and she put her hand out and ran her finger, covered by thin plastic gloves, along the wound.

'Don't touch the patient, please,' said a mordant voice behind her, and she quickly withdrew her hand as the pathologist returned from her office and stood in between them. Dr Roberts, 40, unmarried, slightly resentful, never getting to do the kind of things that police pathologists get to do on TV crime dramas, such as catching criminals and stuff. A not entirely unattractive woman, but still rough as the inside of a septic tank some mornings.

'You have anything new?' said Frankenstein, as he had avoided Roberts most of the day.

'Died at around nine-thirty last night,' she began. 'Stem of the wine glass, as you know. As intimated by the fact he was still at the dinner table, he hadn't had sex yet. Ate most of his dinner though, by the looks of things. Died with a full stomach,' she added, caustically.

'Can any man want more than that?' said Frankenstein.

'Pretty sure we have a female killer,' said Roberts. 'From the angle of the insertion, his assailant was standing over him. Maybe 5'4”, 5'5”. Right handed. There were traces of lipstick around his mouth, but couldn't lift any DNA from it.'

'A female killer?' said Frankenstein, his brain still on the definitely male fingerprints. At least that was something.

'Almost 100%.'

'So how come you can't lift the DNA?' asked Frankenstein, criticism inherent in the tone now that he had relaxed somewhat about the Archbishop and his errant fingers.

'No idea,' replied Roberts sharply. 'Clarted on just before she did the necessary, I don't know.'

'So,' began Frankenstein, 'the guy probably thought he was going to get to plant his seed and he gets wasted.'

Both Monk and Roberts gave him a sideways glance. Every time that Roberts had to deal with Frankenstein she became more and more convinced that his near ancestors had only just developed lungs.

'You've got it pegged,' she said.

'What kind of lipstick?' asked Monk and Frankenstein gave her a glance.

'Tesco's own, £1.49, forget about tracing it.'

'Knew what she was doing letting him kiss her,' said Monk.

'Maybe she kissed him,' said Frankenstein. 'She was forward enough to plant a wine glass in his brain.'

'Well,' said Roberts, 'don't string me up on it, you know, don't crucify me with this at a later date, because I know what you lot up there are like, but at this stage I'd say he kissed her. You know.'

You have issues, thought Monk.

'How do you people tell that?' muttered Frankenstein.

'This is what I do,' said Roberts.

Frankenstein nodded, put the back of his hand to his mouth and noisily cleared his throat.

'Fine,' he said. 'Come on, Danno, we've got stuff to talk about. You'll let us know if you get anything else?' he threw at Roberts as they walked away.

'I'll mail it to the zoo,' she replied in a low voice, loud enough for him to hear.

They walked out, Frankenstein scowling, Monk with a smile on her face. Nothing like being cheered up by visiting the dead.

'Right,' said Frankenstein. 'We need to talk. Tell me what you learned at the factory. You know, I mean the office of this dumb-ass place.'

'I could have written it all down on one piece of paper. In fact, I did.'

'And was it a big piece of paper?' he asked glibly, and she answered him with a look.

'What about my idea of going to the barber?' he asked. 'The whole thing about barbers being in the know, all that stuff.'

She didn't answer. Strangely she became aware of her cheeks starting to go red. He glanced at her, and she wondered if he could see through her.

'What?' he asked.

'It was only his second day,' she said quickly. 'Couldn't tell me much.'

Frankenstein grunted. 'Crap,' he said. 'Only decent thought I've had so far.'

He glanced again, caught her smiling; now he stopped as he came to a double swing door.

'I hate it when you do that,' he growled, then walked on. 'Why are you smiling?'

'He was kind of cute,' she said. 'The barber. You'd like him. Scottish.'

'You think I'd like him because he's cute and Scottish? I don't fucking like Ewan MacGregor, and he's cute and Scottish. And I fucking hate that wee bastard McEvoy. I could probably name a thousand cute and Scottish people, and I hate all of them.'

'He had a look about him, like he'd been places, like he knows things. It's really attractive. He's not the best looking, you know, bit of the Hoagy Carmichael about him ... '

'What's his name?' asked Frankenstein gruffly. He'd only asked the question to shut her up, but as soon as it was out of his mouth he realised that he knew the answer. Some sixth sense and he knew instantly what she was going to say. He stopped and looked at her.

'Barney Thomson,' she said, curious as to the look on his face. She liked the sound of the name on her lips.

Frankenstein closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.

'Aw, fuck,' he said eventually.

'What?' she asked.

He shook his head. This just got worse and worse. Politics, religion and now Barney Thomson. And he had a horrible feeling about just what that might entail.

'I didn't say I'd go out with him,' said Monk defensively.

Frankenstein raised an alarmed eyebrow.

'Holy crap,' he muttered. 'Look, come on, we need to talk about something else.'

He walked off, Monk bringing up the rear, curious what he had to tell her about Barney Thomson.

'Got the fingerprints off the murder weapon,' he said.

'They're on file?' she asked.

'Oh, fucking yes,' he replied. 'And you're going to have to be very discreet, because I'm incapable.'

*** 

Sweetlips followed him all the way home. He wondered if she might be on his trail, but he never looked back. Thought it might be better to just not know. So Barney Thomson arrived back at the one bedroomed flat, let himself in at the ground floor, managed to stop himself turning round, walked up the stairs, let himself in, made a cup of tea, fished out a couple of milk chocolate digestives and settled down in front of Newsnight and the economic meltdown. And all the time he thought about the woman who was more than likely standing across the road, looking up at his first floor apartment, wondering whether to pay him a call.

He stopped himself looking out the window. If he had done, he would have seen Harlequin Sweetlips leaning against a lamppost, considering her next move, all the time her hand in her coat pocket, fingers running up and down the long cold blade. The blade that she had not had to use the previous evening on Hugo Fitzgerald.

As Newsnight blundered to another conclusion, and Barney trooped into the kitchen to rinse out his cup and mince off to bed, Harley Sweetlips stood on the butt of her fifteenth cigarette of the evening, tapped the blade with her fingers, and started walking across the road.

Ashes To Ashes

––––––––
A typical morning at BF&C. Bethlehem nowhere to be seen, Orwell running the show and leading the line with a new client. This one promised to be a little different from the norm, and Orwell had unusually invited along Hemingway and Sam Joyce, a junior exec from within the ranks who he had brought in to unsettle Hemingway. Orwell knew that Hemingway wanted the Head of TV Contracts job and had no intention of giving it to him. Neither was he going to hand it to a precocious halfling like Joyce, he was just using him to keep Hemingway in his place.
The door to the office opened, the three of them stopped talking and looked at the man who was standing just inside the small room. The traffic on the Westferry Road, nine floors below, seemed far away. With the door open, they could hear the vague sounds of the office outside. The clock above the door ticked noisily, the way it had since it had fallen off the wall at Christmas, under the strain of Jospin and Flockhart's perpendicular midnight romp, when they had re-defined the concept of mistletoe for the new Millennium.

The man was dressed in a long, dark trench coat, jeans and a pair of 2009 CK sneakers; looked as though He hadn't shaved in a few days, although there was a neatness about the neckline that betrayed the use of a beard trimmer; wearing a pair of Armani sunglasses, with His black hair tied in a short pigtail; there was something of the Michael Stipe about His face; and He was chewing a lollipop, the movement of His lips occasionally displaying the blazing whiteness of His teeth.

God, in the twenty-first century.

He closed the door behind Him and walked forward towards the table that ran the length of the room, and sat down at the opposite end from the others, some thirty feet away. It was their meeting, it ought to have been they who were in charge, but they stared at God, waiting for Him to talk. It was rare to have such a high-powered client; and one with the kind of resources that the Lord would have.

God leaned forward, so that His elbows were resting on the table, and finally took the lollipop from His mouth. Cherry flavour; His tongue was dark red.

'I just want you fellas to know,' He began, the accent New England, 'that I think you're a pain in the ass. The lot of you. I'm not happy that I'm having to do this. We clear?'

'Got you,' said Orwell, eventually. 'We understand, totally.'

'I doubt you get the full extent of my antipathy, but we'll leave it at that.'

'Why are you here, then?' said Hemingway, still flushed with his new found post-Fitzgerald confidence, which had not been dented as much by Joyce's inclusion as Orwell had thought it would. (Joyce was an anonymous journeyman, from whom Hemingway felt no threat whatsoever.) Then Hemingway swallowed, regretted his new found confidence, and felt a tramping tingle down his spine.

The eyes of God flashed red behind the Armanis, the look that plagued a nation with cancers crossed His face, then He relaxed and thrust the lollipop back in His mouth, His lips twisting into a smile around it. Hemingway, having been so brave as to voice the thoughts of the other two, swallowed again, and somehow managed to hold the gaze of their visitor.

God removed the sweet once more and wagged it at him.

'Zip it, fella,' He said. 'I'm gonna lay it out, you're gonna give it some thought right now as we sit here, and I'm gonna tell you whether I like what you've got to say. We clear?'

'Totally,' the three of them answered at once.

'What seems to be the trouble?' Orwell added, with much less confidence than he would usually have put the question.

Lollipop back in the mouth, God sat back and spread His hands.

'Here's the deal, fellas,' He began. Then He stared at them, as he considered His words. When he started speaking again, His voice was precise and clipped and clear, enunciating every syllable, so that He sounded like George Clooney in From Dusk 'Til Dawn. 'At the end of the 1950's, there were just under five billion souls in Heaven. Five billion. Approximate number you understand, 'cause to be honest the bookkeeping's always been lame. At the same time there were under one billion in Hell. Well under. We're talking close on six-to-one ratio. We were kicking their butts, it was awesome. We were the Patriots, and those guys were the Lions, you get me?'

'You've lost us there a bit with the sporting reference, but we know where you're coming from,' said Hemingway. Joyce waited his chance to make his grand appearance off the bench.

'Whatever,' said God, waving His lollipop. 'Fact is, it wasn't even close. But then, I guess I have to hold my hand up and say I got complacent. The whole rock 'n roll era just caught me with my head up my ass. Didn't see it coming. Before I knew what was happening, that guy downstairs was catching me hand over fist.'

He stopped suddenly, at the hand which had been raised at Him; from Hemingway again, who was showing far too little respect for the Almighty.

'What?' He said, that look flashing across His face again.

'Just out of interest,' said Hemingway, wishing, really, that he'd kept his mouth shut, 'what do you call him? Satan, I mean,' he added, when no immediate answer was coming.

'I call him Satan, you idiot,' said God angrily. 'What the Hell d'you think I'd call him?'

God fixed him with the stare – the one that could, under other circumstances, have turned him into a pillar of salt – slung it casually round the other two, making sure that no one else would ask any stupid questions, then leaned forward again.

'I was saying, things got a little outta hand. Once the '60s and '70s hit, man I was in a complete tailspin. In a world of hurt. So I got the guys round and, against my better judgement, we decided to call in outside help. Got some of your typa fellas in. Consultants,' He said, spitting out the word. 'Raped us for God knows how much money, several million, and you know what we got outta that? TV evangelists, for crying out loud, that was their big plan. Jimmy Swaggart, for Chrissake. Pain in the ass.'

He was rambling a bit, but no one liked to say.

'So why are you back?' said Hemingway, although he already knew the answer. It's the modern way. If you go to one lot of consultants and they give you rotten advice, you don't blame consultancy as a whole, you go to another lot of consultants.

'Buster,' said God, displaying an old-fashioned turn of phrase, 'it's only 'cause I got outvoted on the council, 'cause I've got to tell you, I think you guys suck.'

No one likes that kind of criticism, not even from the Lord. Or, perhaps, especially from the Lord.

'Only meeting market demand,' said Orwell, bravely.

'Yeah, whatever,' said God. 'Look, here's the deal. Religious worship is hitting an all-time low, across the planet. If something doesn't happen soon, that six-to-one ratio is gonna get reversed. It's already nearly fifty-fifty. We have to do something now, before it's too late.'

'And you've got to be losing no end of people to Islam these days as well,' said Joyce, carelessly making his grand entrance into the discussion. 'At least percentage-wise.'

The coda was barely out of his mouth, when God's toast-'em look crossed His face again, and this time He let rip with a fireball from the back of His throat and burned the guy in a blazing inferno from across the other side of the room. A fraction of a second's scorching conflagration and Joyce was a small heap of ashes on his chair. So much for his rapid advancement through the company.

Orwell and Hemingway looked at the small pile that had been Joyce, then turned slowly to God. They had, to give them the benefit of the doubt, actually been sceptical that they were talking to the genuine, authentic God. Until then.

'That was very Old Testament,' said Orwell. The death of Joyce was a bit of a waste, but it'd be something to tell the grandchildren. You had to get these things in perspective.

'Watch it, pal,' said God, the voice a little more weighted with menace than it had been. 'How many Goddam Gods do you people think there are, for crying out loud? I'm it. The only one. Numero Uno. Don't make me go all biblical on you, sonny. All you people are worshipping the same person. Jews, Christians, Muslims. You're all worshipping me! Jesus, I can't believe that this planet is so screwed up.'

He cast another look at the two who were left, waited for an interruption, didn't get it.

'Right, glad we got that straightened out. Where was I? So, anyway, the council thinks I need some gimmick or other, you got me?'

They nodded. Everyone needs a gimmick.

'Personally,' continued God, 'I reckon I should just pull another Noah's Ark stunt, and kill everyone. Wouldn't even bother with the ark this time. I'm telling you, I wrote the book on mass genocide with that one. Now it's a damn children's story.'

'It'd probably be best if you didn't,' said Orwell.

'Yeah, yeah,' said God. 'Look, I heard from some of my people that you guys were pretty good. You've got twenty seconds, I don't like jerking around. What d'you think?'

Orwell and Hemingway looked at God and then diverted their eyes. Twenty seconds to tell God how to reverse the tide of the planet's moral fibre. The guy had to be joking.

'If you gave us Joyce back, it might help,' said Orwell, well into the seventh second.

'The guy is toast,' said God, with finality.

'Maybe you could do some kind of limited edition offer,' said Hemingway quickly, just because that was what they said to all their clients these days, whether they be in cars, books, breakfast cereal, chocolate bars or haemorrhoid cream.

'How would that work?' asked God, suspiciously.

'You know, like a limited edition religion or something. Only so many can join,' answered Orwell, and if truth be told, his voice was beginning to tail off a bit at the end because he realised it was a rotten idea.

'Crap,' said God. 'Small religions are cults, and everybody that's in a cult is viewed as weird. Cults can be cool, but it's not the way ahead to mass market success. You guys oughta know that.'

'Sure, sure,' said Orwell, kicking himself. They should've kept their mouths shut, but their time was up and the last thing they wanted was God walking out of there and taking His business elsewhere. There had to be something.

Ominously, God looked at His watch, His head shaking.

'Time's up fellas,' He said. 'Looks like I might as well take myself along to the next load of suckers, see what they can come up with.'

Hemingway caught his breath, but there was nothing there. The tank was dry, totally dry.

'Why don't you buy souls?' said Orwell from nowhere. Hemingway glanced at him.

'Go on,' said God, pausing in His movement up out of the chair.

'The whole Satan thing,' said Orwell. 'Does he still do it? I mean, do people still sell their souls to him?'

'You kidding me?' said God. 'He doesn't need to. Every sucker and their grandmother is already going to Hell. That bastard just sits around on his be-hind all day getting blow jobs offa Marilyn Monroe and Catherine the Great. Pain in the ass.'

'Yeah,' said Hemingway, leaping in, 'Jude's right. Get people to sell their souls to you. It's awesome. The best idea ever.'

God settled back in the chair and looked along the length of the table. Sell your soul to God. It had come to this.

'That was small time stuff for that guy,' He said. 'A tortured musician here and there, the odd sportsman. A cornershop operation.' He paused, looked at Orwell. 'The occasional marketing executive.'

'Well, make yours a global concern,' said Orwell, ignoring the look.

'An international conglomerate,' said Hemingway.

'It's not as if you don't have the resources,' said Orwell.

'And it's not as if you can't be in several places at once,' said Hemingway.

'You could be like Boeing or Pizza Hut,' said Orwell.

'Microsoft,' said Hemingway.

'British Petroleum,' said Orwell.

God held up His hand so that they stopped, a little annoyed, now they were flowing. Usually this was the point where they would run all over the client, talking them into the ground, and getting them to sign an absolutely enormous cheque before they left the office. But the smell of what He had done to Joyce was still fresh in the air.

God sucked His lollipop and stared at the table. He'd always thought the soul-selling thing was cheap trash. Satan was tabloid to His broadsheet; this would be the equivalent of the Washington Post having naked breasts on the front page.

Sometimes, however, you just have to bite the antelope on the arse ... 

'Yeah, I like it,' He said, as if He were the man from Del Monte. 'A trial run over the next week or two, then I'll get back to you. Let you know if I think it's going to work. Then we can talk about a fee,' He added, just before Orwell felt able to raise the issue.

God pushed himself out of his chair, straightened His coat, nodded at the two men and turned to go. Meeting over.

'Any chance we can get Joyce back?' said Orwell. 'He might be important to the firm.'

God turned at the door and took the lollipop from His mouth.

'You sure about that? The guy banged your last girlfriend.'

Orwell hesitated. He wanted to argue the point, he wanted to let God know who was in charge; but then, God already knew.

God turned slowly, opened the door and was gone.

The two of them sat and looked at the closed door for a while. Relieved, and strangely exhausted.

'He's right,' said Hemingway, after a while. 'Joyce did bang your girlfriend.'

The Triumvirate Of Evil

––––––––
Frankenstein was playing office basketball with that morning's copy of the Mirror and an old pair of Y-fronts.
He had stuck the butt section of the pants to his noticeboard with a couple of drawing pins, and had lodged a pencil in the elastic to create the tent-like effect with the opening at the top. He was tearing the pages of the paper in half and scrunching them up. It was a game he'd learned from Blue Peter back in the Richard Bacon days, and he was useless at it.

Monk walked into the office. She watched the piece of paper leave Frankenstein's hand then followed its arc until it clipped the edge of the white underwear and fell to the ground. Her eyes stayed on the pants for a few seconds, then she turned back, just as the next missile was released.

'I hope they're clean,' she said.

'Might be,' said Frankenstein, defensively. He had found the Y-fronts in his bottom drawer and was uncertain of their exact provenance. He wasn't entirely sure if they were his, and a quick sniff had revealed only a vague aroma of pencils and other stationery items that had been lurking beside them in the drawer. 'What have you got?'

'Right enough about the lipstick. One of over two hundred thousand sold in the last couple of years since its introduction.'

'And the lippy is all we've got?' said Frankenstein.

'More or less,' said Monk.

'Apart from the minor detail of the fingerprints. Any thoughts on this Archbishop of Middlesex character?' he asked casually, letting the bottom half of page 17 – principal story: Man In Sex Change Lawsuit After Penis Grows Lichen – out of his grasp, sending it hurtling in a curve towards the underwear of uncertain authentication. It missed.

She parked herself in a chair across from him.

'Done some research. Had a word with a guy I used to work with who covers Number 10. This guy, the Archbish, is never out of there. Forever spiritually advising the PM.'

'That's all we fucking need.'

'And the guy travels around a fair bit. For example, on the night of the murder he was in Glasgow.'

Frankenstein perked up, raised his eyebrows.

'Tell me we have three hundred witnesses who watched him do some religious shit.'

'Not entirely. But he definitely went there that afternoon and returned the next day. So unless he snuck back down under an assumed name or on a private jet, he spent the night there. And given that Roberts said the killer was definitely a woman ... '

Frankenstein let out another long sigh. 'Aye. But it doesn't explain the fingerprints. Whatever. Look, go and find me something that gives us an explanation on the fingerprints without us having to interview the guy.'

Monk smiled and stood up as he let another piece of scrunched-up paper fly. The usual division of responsibility.

'And I need to talk to you about something else,' he said, voice almost a mumble.

She stopped, curious at his tone.

'Barney Thomson,' he said. 'The barber.'

She immediately felt her face begin to flush, a little awkward, but at the same time delighted to have got on to her new favourite subject.

'The guy has a bit of a past I need to tell you about.'

'You know him?'

'Well, aye, I met him on a case a couple of years ago. Made him a deputy for a night.'

Monk looked astonished. Mouth fell open.

'You what?'

'Don't look at me like that. Why is it that women have to overreact all the time? It's like they have this looking-amazed gene. Drives me nuts.'

'You know this guy? From Scotland? You made him a deputy?'

'Yes,' said Frankenstein, 'I made him a deputy. I was on an urgent inquiry and I needed deputies. So I made him one.'

'Where were you? Dodge City?'

'God, it's like working with Woody Allen.'

'So, what do you have to tell me?'

He sighed again, couldn't stop himself. Kept muttering politics, religion, Barney Thomson, as if they were a triumvirate of evil, a triangle of investigative disaster.

'It's a long story,' he said, 'you'd better sit down.'

*** 

Orwell stepped into the sparkling splendour of reception a little after ten o'clock, to find Imelda Marcos standing in front of the floor-length mirror opposite the main door, trying out a pair of turquoise Renèe Chapeau alligator-skin stilettos.

''Melda,' he said.

'Mr Orwell,' she replied, without turning. 'What d'you think?'

'They go with your hair, your trousers and the jacket, but you're going to have to lose the lip gloss. You know if the barber's free? Thomson?'

'I'm not wearing any lip gloss,' said Marcos, turning to face him.

'Cool,' said Orwell, wisely choosing to completely ignore this part of the conversation. 'The barber?'

Marcos slung him a look and walked crisply back to her desk, butt cheeks swishing together in muscular tandem. A quick check of her PC, a pointless check at that, seeing as she knew fine well that Barney had not passed through the front door so far that morning.

'He's a no-show,' she said, and Orwell immediately looked at the clock, even though he knew to the second what the time was.

'Late on his third day on the job?' said Orwell.

'Very questionable,' said Marcos.

Orwell, who had almost forgotten about the death of Fitzgerald, had a sudden and reasonably cogent thought.

'Anyone else not in yet?' he asked.

'Everyone else accounted for,' said Marcos. 'Sergeant Monk checked a while ago, Thomson didn't come up because he's new, and to be perfectly honest, I forgot about him.' She paused, then added, 'You think he might be dead?'

Orwell let out a long sigh. It was a possibility. And then what was he going to do? It'd be damned hard for a completely new barber to pick up a Hugh Jackman at some indeterminate midway point. He could always find a new Head of TV Contracts, but the hair thing, that was an altogether more serious matter.

'Fuck it,' he said, 'the guy was picking up a good rep too. This bimbo who nailed Fitzgerald, you think she might've stiffed Barn?'

The door opened. Barney Thomson, armed with swipe card and looking fresh from a lie in, walked into reception and looked from Marcos to Orwell, as they gave him the stare.

'You're not dead then?' said Orwell.

'Well, who knows?' said Barney. 'Maybe I am. Having a nice chat?'

'You're late,' said Orwell.

Barney immediately started walking towards the lift which would take him up to the top floor. Pressed the button and turned back to Orwell as he waited.

'Imelda informed me that there were no clients before ten-thirty, and nor were there likely to be with the usual round of pan-office meetings in the morning. I said I'd be in just after ten and agreed that she'd page me if I was needed before then, should one of your lot have had some sort of hair emergency. I have no idea how a hair emergency would manifest itself, and being a barber with a pager sounds the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard in my entire life, but it seems reasonably in keeping with the rest of the office.'

Orwell slung a zinger at Marcos.

''Melda?'

She did a thing with her mouth and had the decency to look moderately sheepish.

'Sorry,' she said. 'Yeah, we talked at COP yesterday. My memory just totalled.'

'Jesus, 'Melda,' said Orwell, 'we could've been launching a three thousand person manhunt here.'

'For him?'

He waved his hands and walked after Barney as the lift arrived.

'Forget about it, 'Melda. We soldier forth,' he said, and she had forgotten about it by the time he'd finished his sentence, and had returned to checking out the shoes in the mirror.

'Hold the phone, Batman!' he said, and gave a little leap into the elevator. 'You up for finishing off the Hugh Jackman?'

'Aye,' said Barney, 'if you think it's at all appropriate.'

*** 

Thirty-three minutes later, and the haircut which had started nearly twenty-one hours previously was finally being brought to a successful conclusion. Jack Beckett, head of Accounts, was being made to wait.

Orwell and Barney were having a good chat about the biz, Orwell running a variety of ideas for current projects past him and relishing his feedback. He trusted Barney; at first it had come out of the fact that Barney had liked most of his ideas, but then, the more they had talked, Barney's own ideas had started to emerge, and they were a damn sight more switched on than a lot of the comedians who worked there. Already they had worked their way through the new Watkinson's Sword razor with six blades – Sword Sex; the campaign on behalf of Rod Stewart as he started his new career as a TV evangelist; and the billboard to sell napalm to a sceptical Highland market for heather burning – Napalm. It'll Take Your Breath Away!

'Am I getting paid for any of this?' asked Barney, doing a final turn with a pair of tongs. There's a lot of tong work in a Hugh Jackman.

'Don't remember negotiating anything before we started,' said Orwell, with an impish smile. However, he was already hatching a plan to move Barney from the barbershop to the shop floor, as it were. Barney was wasted with a pair of scissors, he thought, no matter how exceptional he was.

Barney produced a final can of product, spraying it liberally in the general vicinity of Orwell's head. It was, in fact, a complete placebo, but it always induced that little extra bit of satisfaction in the customer, the belief that something dramatic was being done to them.

'We nearly done?'

'Aye,' said Barney.

'Total,' said Orwell. 'Right, last one. Exron, you know the corrupt energy guys?'

'Think I've heard of them,' said Barney.

'They're branching out into women's toiletries, logical next step. We've nailed the deodorant commercial, but they're also looking to introduce a variety of other products including water retention tablets. Big, big business. Most chicks retain water like an upturned umbrella, you know what I'm saying?'

'You're right,' said Barney.

'So, we have to push the envelope here and come up with a product name and a slogan to accompany the billboard. For this one they're not really pushing the Exron effect, you know, they just realise it's a burgeoning market. Needs to be tapped.'

'Sure,' said Barney already giving it some thought, as he completed the final act of fluffing for best possible effect.

He stood back. Orwell stopped thinking about work for five seconds to study himself in the mirror, then Barney stepped forward and removed the cape from around his neck.

'Outstanding,' said Orwell. 'You are totally the man.'

'Thanks,' said Barney.

'I feel like I should give you a tip, you know, but that's just not the kind of principles we're looking to apply here. You understand, right?'

'Totally,' said Barney, getting with the vibe.

'Cool,' said Orwell standing up.

A final check in the mirror, then he walked to the window, having already established that he could afford fifteen seconds to look down on the Thames. A few boats, the water dull, dull grey, the colour of the skies and so much more. The seconds ticked off in his head. He felt his brain refresh with every one, then he turned away from the view across London and back to Barney.

'I'm out of here,' he said. 'Any thoughts?'

'Water retention?' asked Barney, just checking in case Orwell had already moved on to marketing the hole in the ozone layer as a freedom zone from the prison cell of atmospheric allotropic oxygen.

'Sure,' said Orwell. 'What d'you think I meant?'

'Niagara Falls,' said Barney.

A quizzical look crossed Orwell's face, and then he smiled broadly.

'Niagara Falls,' he said. 'That is a quality name, my good man. Hook line?'

Barney hesitated, then he too looked out at the colourless day.

'Niagara Falls,' he began, immediately sounding like Bergerac or Lovejoy. 'Take two, head for the bathroom and watch your feet deflate ... '

Orwell laughed, conversation over and already he was on his way. Slapped Barney on the back as he walked past, shaking his head, the smile still on his face.

'You're good, bud, you are good.'

And he was out of the door, leaving it open, and heading back to his office to do some further quality work on the Exron portfolio.

Barney watched him go, looked back at the river as it pottered its way down from the centre of the metropolis, then lifted the phone and put a call through to Jack Beckett, summoning the man for what would be the greatest ever haircut on God's earth.

Interview With A Barber XXIX

––––––––
Barney had just finished a regulation Wayne Rooney on a tattooed muppet from the post room, who had managed to squeeze himself in before all the bright young things from upstairs. Wayne had just exited stage left and Barney was expecting Bertram W. Dixon from Accounts to come in, when he looked up from his hair sweeping at the sound of two sets of footfalls.
He glanced at them both, not sure who he should be more interested in seeing. The woman he had been thinking about too much for the past twenty-four hours, or the policeman he had last seen in Millport, a couple of years and several lifetimes previously.

'Why am I not surprised?' he said, straightening up. Although, as a matter of fact, he was.

'What is it with you?' said Frankenstein.

Monk stared at Barney. Barney smiled quizzically at the question, looked between the two of them.

'It wasn't me,' he said. Half-joking. Unsure if they were here to accuse him of anything.

Frankenstein hadn't been sure how he intended to play his first meeting with Barney Thomson in London, but the words fell out of his mouth before he'd had a chance to really think about them.

'Then maybe you'd like to explain why the minute someone gets murdered anywhere in the world, you're in the vicinity?' said Frankenstein.

Barney stopped the movement of the brush, which he had unconsciously started up again. He straightened his shoulders. The curious smile died away. He stared at Monk. Felt like he knew her a lot better than he ought to know someone with whom he'd had a five-minute conversation. Looked at her like she was a friend, someone to help him out of an awkward situation, rather than one of the police officers on a murder enquiry.

'I don't know,' he said. 'It doesn't make any sense.'

'It does if you killed him,' said Frankenstein.

Barney laid down the broom, sat back against the countertop which ran underneath the mirror. Monk looked at the reflection of the back of Barney's head. She felt flushed. How the hell was she supposed to be objective feeling like this?

'Are you here to take me in?' asked Barney.

'Of course not,' said Frankenstein. 'I trusted you last time, but after that, you were supposed to stay on the stupid little island, grow old, and never go near trouble ever again. Then you show up in London, cut a guy's hair and that night he's murdered. Holy crap, why are you here?'

Barney stared at Frankenstein, then allowed his eyes to drift to Monk.

'The seagull came back,' said Barney slowly, with a shrug. He turned and looked down at the mesmerising grey river. Constantly drawn to water. Monk followed his gaze. Frankenstein glanced at her; the two of them shared a look.

'What seagull?' asked Monk.

Barney turned at the sound of her voice. Could he be surprised by any of this? Was this not just the reason he had been brought down here? Hadn't he acknowledged, the second he'd walked out of the shop, that he was walking away from the quiet solitude of small town life and into the brutal city, and that murder would not be far behind?

'The pathologist says the murder was committed by a woman,' said Frankenstein and Monk glanced at him, unable to hide her surprise, 'so we're not here to bring you in. I'd just like to know why you're here, and I was hoping for something that didn't involve seagulls.'

Barney breathed out a heavy sigh. He had known since the start. It was time for his final reckoning. He often wondered if the conversation he had had with the Devil two years previously had been real, imagined, dreamed. But he knew, however, he knew that what had been said then would come true, that some day he would be back.

Frankenstein backed away to the door.

'I'm going to speak to some people, see what everyone else has to say about Barney Thomson,' he said. 'You're going to tell Sergeant Monk what it was you were doing the evening before last and exactly why you pitched up at this dumb-ass marketing company the day before one of their senior members of staff got a wine glass in the eye.'

Frankenstein glanced at Monk, then turned and walked from the room, closing the door behind him.

Barney Thomson and Detective Sergeant Monk watched him go, watched the door close, stared at the door for a few seconds.

She turned and looked at him. Barney held her gaze. Did he wish that they had met under other circumstances? In what other circumstances would he have been likely to meet her?

'So I'm not under arrest?' he said softly.

*** 

The day muddled by, much as days do. London was as London does. A suspicious package on the Northern Line at Tottenham Court Road caused chaos for a couple of hours. Turned out to be a lunch box; no bombs, just a new Acne-Reducing Low-Fat Philadelphia sandwich with cucumber. On rye. So, there were a few thousand people even more cheesed off than they would otherwise have been, including by chance a couple of the junior guys from BF&C; and life went on.

Orwell consulted Bethlehem by phone about bringing Barney Thomson into the true fold of the company, a possibility about which Bethlehem was lukewarm – a reasonable enough concern, seeing as he was wanting to sign Messi or Kaka, whereas Barney was the guy who did Roberto Carlos' hair.

So, in order to impress upon Bethlehem the need to sign up the untried rookie, Orwell organised a small gathering in his office to discuss another of the new Exron products. (Bethlehem had wanted him to go through Waugh in MAD. However, Orwell had an intense personal dislike for the man, sensing in him a rival for the head of the company, should Bethlehem ever be ousted.)

Orwell, Barney Thomson, Piers Hemingway and John Wodehouse met to discuss another innovative bathroom product from the people who had once brought you all the electricity you could ever need for 2 cents a day. Orwell was aware that Barney had spent a long time with the police sergeant, but had put that down to the sergeant grilling the most obvious man in the building; the hairdresser, the man who heard all the gossip. The meeting began ten minutes after Detective Sergeant Monk had left Barney Thomson for the day, and so Barney walked out of his new hairdressing home with still just the one haircut under his belt, and a lot of desperate, disappointed customers.

The meeting was captured, unknown to the others, on speakerphone for Bethlehem to get a taste of Barney in the groove. Orwell was confident that Barney would come through and he was not disappointed. Bethlehem heard the following, as the meeting unfolded:

Orwell: Right, people, glad we're all here. John, Piers, this is Barn who, I can tell from your great hair, you've already met. He's just going to sit in on this one for a short time, see which way the ball bounces once it lands on the green.

Hemingway: Sure.

Orwell: Right, gentlemen, another of the great little products from the guys at Exron, as they attempt to conquer the toiletries market. This afternoon we have a product with the working title, Wet Dream Begone.

(Even Bethlehem had squirmed at this point.)

Hemingway: You're kidding me!

Wodehouse: That's like, so ick.

Orwell: It's the final frontier in personal hygiene. No one's touched it before. Every other issue has been addressed. The people at Exron recognise that there's a massive untapped teenage market out there. Massive.

Wodehouse: What teenager is going to have the neck to go into a shop to buy that?

Orwell: There are other ways. They can be issued by schools, for example. The people at Exron don't care if they get their money from the mum concerned about sheets, from the government, or from the ejaculating teenager himself.

Barney: This is gross. If we're going to even talk about it, don't mention specifics and come up with another name for wet dream.

(Snap of the fingers from Orwell.)

Orwell: Exactly. Another name. We need a product identifier that says everything in two or three words. Mentions the problem and kills it in one phrase. Clinical, scientific, precise, we need to take the ickiness out of it and put it at the forefront of youth hygiene concerns, right beside toothpaste and acne cream.

(A few beats. Bethlehem, with a new millennium concentration span of less than five seconds, was getting bored already.)

Wodehouse: Nighttime Ejaculation Incident.

Orwell: Keep it coming.

Hemingway: Early Morning Sperm Capture Facility.

Orwell: Keep it coming.

(Another few beats. A bunch of women would've been having a right old laugh by now, but this was a serious business.)

Barney: Midnight Express.

(A short silence, while Bethlehem's interest perked up, and Hemingway and Wodehouse wished they'd said it.)

Orwell: Barney, you are the man! What d'you think fellas?

Wodehouse: Got it.

Hemingway: Yeah. Totally.

Orwell: (Laughing) That nails that sucker.

(And he hadn't been talking about Wet Dream Begone either.)

So, Bethlehem had been duly impressed and, once the worker ants had been driven from the office, he and Orwell had made the decision to invite Barney into the very heart of the organisation.

*** 

Daniella Monk had had a disconcerting day. A long time with Barney Thomson, nothing really to tell. She knew that Frankenstein had left her there so that she could get an impression of him, and she could bring that back to the station and they could compare notes.

Her impression was not helpful. Barney struck her as a lonely man, full of melancholy and sorrow, yet strong and emotionally self-sufficient, and consequently she could not have found him more attractive. She had expected Frankenstein to return for her, but after two hours she went looking for him and found that he had long since departed the building. She'd had to stop herself returning to speak to Barney, and had taken the chance to speak to others in the company about this mysterious, rogue barber who had turned up in their midst.

Frankenstein had talked to a few people but had grown disgruntled with the very notion of Barney Thomson being involved in this business and at the possibility of what else lay in store, and so he had quickly returned to the office to think dark, uncomfortable thoughts, play underpant basketball and wait for Monk to return.

*** 

Orwell, having spoken to Bethlehem about Barney, turned his attention to the portfolio of Waferthin.com and, more importantly, the portfolio of Taylor Bergerac. That was something which really needed consideration.

At some stage, whilst wondering how he was going to make his way into the affections of such an amazingly attractive woman, he'd realised that what he had to do was market himself, and since marketing was his game, he'd spent a fruitful hour treating himself as the client, and working out the various threads of his campaign. No woman on the planet, he thought, could fail to fall for the wiles of the man who had brought the world: Pirelli. Tyres That Make Love To The Road. As Driven by Julio Iglesias.

The Keys To The Citadel

––––––––
Barney Thomson had finally been able to get down to some business, in what was to be his last day cutting hair for a while. After a morning featuring a solitary haircut, he had chalked off almost fifteen by late afternoon.
Whether it was because the word had got around that he was creating the hair of the gods, or whether it was because everyone knew even before Barney himself that he was about to be offered Head of TV Contracts and this was their last chance for a free haircut, no one would ever know. But he worked his way through them all, the old panache still there, chatting happily when required, handing out advice on marketing matters if asked, and dishing out a good line on relationship issues whenever needed.

A little after six o'clock, his last haircut of the day dispatched, Barney was going about the business of clearing up for the night. Hair already swept up, he was cleaning the scissors and brushes and combs and other heavy implements the modern barber requires. Humming the old Hoagy Carmichael standard Riverboat Shuffle, slave to the routine, doing everything slowly and methodically, much as he had done in barbershops for nearly thirty years. Thinking about Daniella Monk as he went, wondering when she would next come by. Not really bothered if he would be taken into custody, because what did it matter? His fate would be as it would be. Mostly he wondered absurdly if this was what falling in love felt like. Had never happened to him before. He had just seen it in films, heard the music.

The door opened. He looked round, sure it was going to be her. That was what fate did for you. Instant deflation at the smiling face of Jude Orwell.

'Hey, Barn,' said Orwell, 'wanted to have a word. You got a minute, mon ami?'

Barney nodded. As of that moment, he had the rest of his life.

'Cool,' said Orwell, and he walked into the room. Was on an absurdly false high, based on the previous hour when he had put together the outline for his great marketing campaign to woo Taylor Bergerac. 'I'm just going to put a few things to you about the company, fill you in, you know what I'm saying?'

Barney slumped down into the barber's chair, folded his fingers in his lap, looked up at Orwell's eager face.

'I'm here for you,' said Barney.

'Cool,' said Orwell again and, as he spoke, he began to pace slowly around the room, his hands emphasising every point. 'Right, we're Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane at the moment, you got that?'

'Drummed into me every day,' said Barney.

'But when we were formed, there were five of them, five partners, each with equal prominence within the firm.'

He dug into his pocket, lifted out a cheap lipstick and held it up to show Barney.

'Borrowed this offa Ro, thought I might need it. If you don't mind?' he asked, indicating the mirror. Barney shrugged, his curiosity at least activated. Orwell moved forward and wrote in red on the mirror, Moses, Bethlehem, Crane, Forsyth, & Zivkovic. Turned around, looked at Barney, held his arms out.

'I mean, Barn,' he said. 'Lousy name for a company, but that was how it was. They each held an executive position, doesn't really matter who did what.'

'So don't tell me,' said Barney glibly, when he thought that he might.

'Eh, OK,' said Orwell slightly hesitantly, and then he was off again. 'Miscellaneous Anthropoid Department, Marketing Consultancy, Chief of Staff, Head of TV Contracts, Head of Other Media Contracts. So, not long after the kick-off, Moses and Zivkovic left, but the constitution never changed. Bethlehem just worked it so that the new people coming in were totally on his side. And though they didn't get their name on the door, they got the vote. But Bethlehem knew how to play them. It was a superb strategy. He had the two new votes on the board and therefore an overall majority. Total control, which he then used to oust the other two founder members. Only, by this time, the firm was getting a bit of a name, Forsyth and Crane had brought in some business, he felt it expedient to leave their names up there. Didn't matter to him, man, he had it nailed.'

Barney nodded his understanding.

'Only trouble for Bethlehem,' Orwell continued, 'the constitution remained the same, and it's never changed. He didn't care about that either, such was his control. Any time he felt threatened, he'd just boot the guy out of the firm.' A wee pause, a cheeky grin. 'Until now. Out of town just too long, a few rumblings in the belly of the beast, and you know what I'm saying? There are opportunities.'

Barney was silent. Hadn't cottoned on to the fact that he was about to be asked to be Head of TV Contracts; wondered if Orwell was about to tell him that the position of barber had been made an executive one with voting rights.

'What d'you think?' asked Orwell, when he realised he wasn't getting anything in return for his remarkable story of business skullduggery. 'Fitzgerald held a voting position. Now that he's pegged it, we need that position filled. What with Bethlehem being away, distracted, whatever the hell it is he's doing, you know, there's a chance for one of the others to get in there.'

'Why am I here?' asked Barney. Not concentrating.

'I want you to be Head of TV Contracts, amigo,' said Orwell.

'You're kidding me,' said Barney.

'I am not,' said Orwell, brandishing the lipstick. 'I bloody am not. You're good, Barn, damned good. Way better than these spotty oiks like Hemingway and Wodehouse. You're a bleeding natural, mate, got this biz totally pegged. I've already agreed it with Bethlehem. We get you in there, you come in onside with my camp, and then we only need one of the other positions and we can force Bethlehem out.'

'And that would be Waugh or Wodehouse?' asked Barney, doubtfully.

'Yeah, I hear you,' said Orwell. 'We're not even close, but with you in place, we're almost there. There are no problems, only solutions, mon ami.'

Barney smiled ruefully. A fine kettle of fish. Started thinking about Daniella Monk again, for no other reason than he found it hard to get her out of his head. Wondered what she would be doing now.

'What d'you say, Chiefo?' said Orwell. 'A hundred grand a year starting, can probably guarantee you triple that once we oust Bethlehem and I'm in sole charge of the whole shebang. A few points'll need to be ironed out along the way, but they'll sort themselves out.'

Barney shrugged. He had already done the maths. Even if every one of the employees wanted him to cut their hair, at the current rate he would be through them all in a little over seven working days. What was he going to do then?

'Sure,' he said eventually. 'To be honest, I think it sounds complete insanity, but what the heck?'

'Cool,' said Orwell, finally pocketing the lipstick, then clasping Barney by the hand.

'Arctic,' said Barney.

'Excellento,' said Orwell, and with that he began to head for the door. Wanted to get back to his Taylor Bergerac quest. 'You're going to rock, Barn!' he announced, as he hoofed it on out into the corridor.

Barney stared at the closed door for a short time, then turned back to his haircutting equipment. That had been a sudden change in career development. A ridiculous change at that. Did he really want to leave all this behind, no matter how tired he felt he had become of it?

The door opened behind him. Once more the thought of Daniella Monk came to mind. Once more he was to be disappointed as he swivelled round on the chair.

Waugh, head of Miscellaneous Anthropoid Department.

'Barney!' said Waugh, as if greeting an old friend. Barney nodded. Checked out Waugh's short back & sides with a professional eye. This man had had his hair cut by a professional London hair stylist in the last week. He wasn't here for a haircut.

'Can I talk to you a minute, Barney,' said Waugh, gravitating to the window.

'Sure,' said Barney. He could sit here all day. Wondered what Waugh was about to offer him.

'I'll cut to the last ball of the final over,' said Waugh, 'as I know you're a busy man.'

He paused, as if wanting Barney to confirm how busy he was, regardless of the fact that he was currently sitting doing nothing.

'These are strange times for the company,' Waugh continued, 'with Fitzgerald's murder and Bethlehem being out of town so long.'

He stopped. He stared out the window. He turned back.

'I should start by explaining how the executive voting structure of the company is organised,' he said.

'I know,' said Barney.

'You do?' said Waugh, surprised. 'Of course, of course, you're the barber, you're going to have learned all sorts of things.'

Slowly Waugh's eyes drifted to the lipstick writing on the mirror. A look of curiosity crossed his face, and then he turned back to Barney, a little more uncertain than before.

'So, you'll know that Fitzgerald's death leaves a crucial voting position unfilled?'

Barney nodded. Not any more.

'How would you like to fill that position?' asked Waugh. 'I've heard about the fantastic work you've been doing, and I've already spoken to Bethlehem. He's okayed the deal. You could be Head of TV Contracts, and with me that's a voting block of two. We'd only have to worry about the positions of Orwell and Wodehouse, and maybe we could sort one of those out quite easily, and then we can have a genuine pop at Bethlehem.'

He had overcome the moment of uncertainty, and now his eyes were wide with the excitement of the conspiracy. Barney was nearly asleep.

'Sure,' he said, 'that sounds brilliant. Head of TV Contracts, and working side by side with you. Fan-tastic.'

Laced with sarcasm, Waugh didn't pick up on any of it. He clasped his hands together, his eyes widened even, well, wider, and he smiled broadly.

'Friggin' marvellous,' he said. 'Well done, Barney, glad you're on board.'

'Wilco that, Squadron Leader,' said Barney, managing to avoid the salute.

Waugh stood before him as if he might have something else to say, then when neither of them did, he turned and walked from the office, rubbing his hands in a conspiratorial manner. Barney watched him go, and then looked at the writing on the mirror.

'Not for the first time,' he muttered to himself, 'I walk amongst idiots.'

Is There A Worse Combination On The Planet?

––––––––
'So,' said Monk, having finished off a respectable pint of Thatcher's Dry, 'I like the way you blanche every time someone mentions the Archbishop?'
Frankenstein snorted.

'I don't blanche,' he said gruffly. 'Blanche, for God's sake.'

'You blanche.'

'I don't fucking blanche.'

'Whatever,' she said, smiling. 'Whatever it is that you do, it indicates you're not happy about it.'

'Well, neither should you be, because you're the one who's going to have to go and talk to him.'

'Me?'

'Yes. If you can't come up with some other fingerprint explanation, you're going to have to go and talk to him. You.'

'So what are we talking about?' she asked. 'An informal chat, or are we getting the man in officially for questioning? His fingerprints were all over a murder weapon after all.'

Frankenstein mumbled something incoherent, tapped his fingers.

'The question,' he said eventually, 'isn't whether the Archbishop touched that glass. It's how someone else managed to put his fingerprints on it. And why. And I hate to think what the answer to that might be.'

'Why?'

'Religion, politics. Jesus, is there a worse combination on the planet? Apart from the fact that it might have been a woman and Barney Thomson might be involved. Holy mother of crap. Is there anything else?'

She shrugged, thought about Barney.

'How did you get on with Thomson anyway?' asked Frankenstein. 'Anything useful?'

Monk automatically shook her head. Tried to stop herself smiling, although Frankenstein wasn't really looking at her anyway. She thought about the questioning of Barney Thomson. How hard had she been concentrating? How much of that time had she spent imagining herself in his arms, naked, lying back on the desk?

She closed her eyes, shook her head as if that might help dispel the image.

'Fitzgerald was just a blank, that's the trouble,' said Frankenstein, abruptly changing tack. 'No life other than the company.'

'It is the company,' said Monk, shrugging. 'Whoever killed Fitzgerald wasn't interested in him per se, they were taking a pop at the company as a whole.'

'You think?' said Frankenstein.

'Yeah,' she replied. 'They're like the Borg. I know they have a hierarchy and all, but they're a collective. They eat, drink, shit the same principles. They're clones. So what if it was Fitzgerald who was killed? It could easily have been any one of the others, and maybe it will be.'

'If we're lucky,' said Frankenstein.

'We should look at it,' said Monk.

'Cordon off the entire building and put twenty-four hour protection on all the employees?' asked Frankenstein.

'Yeah,' said Monk. 'We'll have the resources to do that.'

'Yeah,' said Frankenstein. 'Or maybe we could just tell them all to be careful. That might be easier.'

Monk nodded. That was all they could do. And she doubted for one second that any of them would pay the slightest attention. She settled back, a brief journey into work, and once more her head returned to the thoughts that had been dominating it all day. Frankenstein stared at the dirty floor and tried to shut his mind to his dread fear.

'You ever been in love?' asked Monk suddenly, getting to the root of her distraction.

Frankenstein spat some bitter over the table, then dragged the sleeve of his coat across his face. Looked at her as if she had some sort of weird facial infection.

'What?' said Monk.

'What's the matter with you?' snapped Frankenstein. 'Love? Are pulling my pudding?'

'I just, I don't know, just wondered.' She lifted her glass, tipped it to drain the dregs. Glanced over the top to see his look of incredulity.

'Look, piss off!' she said. 'We don't just have to talk about work every time we sit in a flippin' pub. I thought I'd broaden the scope of the discussion.'

'Love?' said Frankenstein. 'What's wrong with football or, God, I don't know, films or politics or cooking or something? Love?'

'Yeah,' said Monk, 'well, that's what it is. Love. You ever been in love?' she asked again.

Frankenstein took a long drink from his pint, settled the empty glass on the table, then he let out a ripper of a burp, his hand barely acknowledging his open mouth.

'No, Sergeant,' he said eventually, 'I've never been in love. I've been married for almost twenty years for God's sake. What d'you think?'

'You might have loved her once.'

'Got her up the duff, Sergeant. Love never entered into it.'

'Have you not met anyone since then who, you know, just knocked you out the first time you met them?'

Frankenstein nodded.

'You know, I got put on my back one night by a right hook from some minger in Bridgeton when I was called out on a domestic.'

'You're funny,' said Monk.

'Tell you what,' said Frankenstein, 'I think it's my round. I'll get the drinks in and I'll give it some thought while I'm at the bar. Although, since I presume you're wanting to get something off your chest, I'm actually hoping you'll have thought of something else to talk about by the time I get back. You know what I'm saying?'

'Your concern is almost heartbreaking,' said Monk. 'But I think I'll head off, try to get to bed sometime before midnight.'

'Suit yourself,' said Frankenstein. 'Last chance,' he added, as he rose to his feet.

'I'll bail,' said Monk, pushing her chair back from the table.

'Whatever,' said Frankenstein. 'You can be in early tomorrow morning. One of us should be.'

Monk smiled, nodded, turned and walked away; Frankenstein humphed at nothing in particular and minced over to the bar, hunch in full working order. As she got to the door of the bar, a woman heading in the same direction noticed her, held it open.

'Thanks,' said Monk.

'You're welcome,' said Harlequin Sweetlips, and she walked off quickly, having waited for Barney Thomson for nearly an hour, and having finally decided that no matter what she had thought about him during her first meeting, no man was deserving of her spending her time sitting mournfully in a bar, desperately hoping he would show his face. Maybe she would be missing him by doing this, but it wasn't as if she didn't know where he lived. And worked.

Monk watched Harlequin Sweetlips for a couple of seconds, no sixth sense that this might be the woman she was looking for, then turned in the opposite direction and started the quick walk to the tube station.

*** 

Ten minutes later, Barney Thomson walked into the bar, curious as to whether Harlequin Sweetlips would be in attendance, curious as to why he was bothering to look for her. The woman had scared him. He had recognised her evil, and yet he felt himself drawn back in search of her. It wasn't physical attraction, on any level. It was the peculiar lure of danger, aware that just knowing the woman was putting himself in the line of fire. Knew so much from such a brief encounter at the bar. That was all it had taken. The attraction in his life was Daniella Monk, a woman with whom he had made an instant connection. Had spent the best part of the day thinking about her, but still the thought of Sweetlips clawed at him.

Quick check round the room, accepted that Sweetlips wasn't there. Squeezed in at the bar, rested his elbows, raised his eyebrows at the barman who acknowledged his presence, as he went about fulfilling another order.

So, what was it? Was he looking to die? Was he so desperate for some adventure in his life, for something different, that he was prepared to place himself in the jaws of the beast? Whatever, he thought, as he waited to order his Miller, it seemed the beast wasn't that interested in him.

His beer approached from the other side of the bar, the barman instinctively knowing what Barney would order, and Barney settled down to eat, drink and be unhappy.

Ten yards away, his back turned away from him, Detective Chief Inspector Frankenstein sat hunched over his third pint, ruing the day Barney Thomson had walked into his life, and unaware that the man of his nightmares was sitting so close by.

Blitzkreig

––––––––
The following morning Taylor Bergerac awoke to the full weight of Jude Orwell's shock & awe tactics, starting with the overnight delivery to her apartment of one thousand, three hundred and seventy-nine white roses. The billboard across the road from her apartment had, for the previous two weeks, been displaying a pair of Intimissimi breasts, beautifully filling their latest product. Overnight, in a thoroughly clandestine operation, the picture of two tits, had been replaced by the picture of a single tit. The smiling, cheesy, preposterously affected face of Jude Orwell. Twenty-three feet high, sixteen feet wide. A head-only shot. Beside his face the poster bore the legend: Go With What's Good For You. Jude Orwell.
Things did not improve when she arrived at the office. A different billboard had been plastered up across the road, again proclaiming Orwell's wonderfulness, the picture showing him smiling and pointing at the camera. And he had blessed her e-mail account with seventeen messages, covering a variety of different topics and approaches.

There was also a small understated bouquet of pink carnations – a lovely counterpoint, he'd thought, to the totality of the message at her house; a hand-delivered box from Harrods' jewellery department, containing a diamond pendant of a single, large stone; an envelope containing a package he had produced on his Mac, outlining to the thousandth degree all his personal qualities; a life-size cardboard cut-out of himself, left standing at the side of reception, its hands extended, bearing a sheer silk negligée; all that, and waiting in reception a troubadour, equipped with lyre, ready to serenade Bergerac with an amusing and self-deprecating piece that Orwell had produced, to the tune of Dancing in the Moonlight. The first line, We'll get 'em off most every night, more or less summed up the whole, and strangely it was pretty much all the gallant troubadour managed to evince, before being dispatched from the premises.

Shock & awe is as shock & awe does. It didn't work. The presents were returned, the e-mails were deleted unopened, the flowers were dispatched straight to the bin. However, many a great campaign has a slow start, and just because you don't score against the Faroe Islands in the first ten minutes of your first qualifying game, doesn't mean you're not going to win the World Cup.

*** 

Barney Thomson took a look out of the window as the Thames wearily wound its way towards the sea, then turned and faced his desk and chair. His own office, modern art prints on the wall – one of which was a delicious deep red, not unlike Hugo Fitzgerald's tablecloth – luxury carpet, decent view, all traces of the lad Fitzgerald removed.

Barney had never sat behind a desk before, just as he'd never had an offer from a woman in a bar before, and had never fallen for a woman the first time he'd laid eyes on her. Life went on, new things happened, and as the months and years went on stretching further away from his previous trapped existence in Glasgow, so he delved further into the hilarious pool of life, as Jesus originally described it. After so long as a cypher, so long spent adrift and impotent as life happened to other people, he was now willing to let himself be drawn into almost anything. Yet, he now knew that things no longer just happened to Barney Thomson by accident. Someone was controlling matters, and there was nothing that he could do about it.

He was, as Garrett Carmichael's six-year-old daughter had often told him back in Millport, nothing but a prawn.

He nodded to himself, then he shrugged, then he shook his head, then he smiled, then he felt the loose-fitting tie at his neck, another first. Barney Thomson in a shirt and tie. Someone, somewhere, would be turning in their grave. He just wasn't exactly sure who that'd be. He pulled the chair back, sat down then shuffled in closer to the desk. Before him there was an in-tray, an out-tray, a telephone, a keyboard, a monitor with the hard drive embedded in the desk, and a small silver executive toy, the final vestige of the presence of Hugo Fitzgerald. Barney picked it up, a magnetic cube with scores of little silver magnets attached to it, studied it for a second, and then dropped it into the bin which he had kicked as he'd shuffled his legs under the desk. He pressed the on-button on the monitor and it hummed into life. There was a yellow sticky attached to the monitor, stating: Username: Barney Thomson, Password: Barberissimo.

'They couldn't just have made it 1234?' he muttered.

Nothing in the out-tray, a couple of files in the in-tray. He lifted the first one and opened it. Glanced at the title, then looked at the phone. Pressed the intercom button, through to the woman who'd just been introduced to him as his PA.

'Mary?' he asked tentatively, not entirely sure of the technology.

'What can I get for you?'

'Any chance of a cup of tea?'

'Certainly, Mr Thomson. English Breakfast?'

'Thanks,' said Barney, and clicked off. English Breakfast, identifiably different from Scottish Breakfast or Irish Breakfast by the different coloured box, if not the actual taste.

He looked back at the open folder. Dundee Salted Snacks, the client he'd heard about during his first haircut on the job. He scanned through it quickly, made an instant decision based on all the principles he'd learned since he'd first walked through the door four days earlier, then turned to the PC, logged on, ignored the one hundred and forty-three junk e-mails which had accumulated since six o'clock the previous evening when his account had been activated, and sent off a quick outline to Orwell, on the way forward for Dundee Salted Snacks. An outline that involved signing up Ally McCoist and selling limited edition bags of crisps using the following flavour guidelines: Spit-Roasted Bacon & Red Leicester; Sea Salt & Asparagus; Charcoaled Guinea Fowl; Oak-Smoked Chicken & Honey; Stilton & Black Grape; Balsamic Vinegar & Organic Sodium; Wood-Charred Giraffe & Oregano.

The door opened as Barney sent the e-mail on its way and Mary walked in, a pot of English Breakfast on a tray, with two croissants, strawberry jam, and two cups. He lifted an eyebrow at her.

'The police sergeant would like to talk to you, Mr Thomson. Sergeant Monk. Would you care to receive her?'

Heart did a little skip, warning shots were fired across the bow by his subconscious. This could be the real thing. There was no one on the planet he would rather was walking in here right now. Straightened his tie, wished he had time to look in the mirror. Started saying ridiculous things in his head such as don't say anything stupid, and don't be yourself.

Mary walked out. Monk walked in. Suddenly Barney felt ridiculous. A snap of the fingers and in an instant it seemed absurd that he should be sitting here behind a stupid desk, wearing a shirt and tie, playing at being some sort of executive. Just because you could predict a few football scores, didn't mean you got to be coach of Real Madrid. Same here; just because you knew better than some university educated muppet how to sell an absurd toiletries product, didn't mean that you were deserving of sitting behind a desk pretending to be something you're not.

You are what you are, and Barney wasn't a guy in a shirt, helping to shift things he knew to be ridiculous. And it had only taken five minutes and the entrance of Daniella Monk for him to realise it.

She closed the door and stood looking at him. He leaned forward, put his elbows on his desk, hesitated, wasn't entirely sure what to say. Indicated the tea and croissants. Imagined that whatever came out his mouth was going to sound absurd, because of the shirt and tie.

'Weren't you a barber yesterday?' she asked, the tone a little bit wicked, but there was an accompanying smile. The same smile that had first beguiled him two days earlier, and now it relaxed him.

'Tomorrow I'm going to drive the bus, the day after I'm going to be President of Uzbekistan,' he said, and she laughed.

'Seriously,' she said, 'what the Hell are you doing?'

And that was it, all that it took. Fifteen seconds ago he'd felt preposterous, then a smile and a laugh from this woman, and suddenly he felt normal again, felt like it was the people at BF&C who were being preposterous, whilst he was just the dude in the middle, taking advantage of the situation.

'They seem to be missing someone,' he said.

'You're not wrong,' she replied. 'But when the pilot dies, you don't let the toilet attendant fly the plane.'

He laughed. She pulled up a chair opposite his desk and sat down.

'How d'you take your tea?' she asked, attending to the breakfast things laid out before them.

'So, just imagine you're the toilet attendant ... ' began Barney.

'It's not that much of a stretch,' she said, pouring the first cup.

'Hardly any milk, no sugar. You take a break from your regular toilet duties to clean out a cockpit. While you're up there, the pilot says to you, wouldn't mind just flying this thing for a while, would you? I'll watch. So, you do it, you don't crash, no one dies. Next day, the pilot gets murdered, they're looking around for someone to fly the 747 to Sydney, and they grab the first person who comes to mind.'

'The toilet attendant.'

'Exactly.'

She passed over the tea and a croissant on a plate, helped herself to the same.

'They must be pretty desperate,' she said.

'On first appearances,' said Barney, cutting the end off his croissant and dunking it in the jam, 'but that would be to ignore my latent genius as a marketing guru.'

That smile again.

'Well, it's a bit of a bummer,' she said, through some croissant, 'because as the barber to this company of freaks, I had you pegged as my main informant in the investigation.'

'Ah,' he said, 'that makes sense. Have you lost interest in me now that I'm a high-powered business executive?'

'More or less,' she said, smiling and then suddenly she looked down at her plate, saw the strawberry jam, and the vision of Fitzgerald's bloodied head came to mind, and she felt guilty having a flirtatious conversation while there was murder to be solved. She took a drink of tea to wash the croissant away, and to feel the burn on her throat. Focus. Barney Thomson wasn't going anywhere. There would be plenty of time when this business was concluded.

'What?' said Barney, noticing the change, then he nodded as he picked up the vibe. There may have been a rapidly growing understanding between them, but there was a time and a place.

It always intruded into his life. Murder, wherever he went. He couldn't meet anyone. He couldn't relax into any situation without the bloody theme of murder raising its head. But then, without it, Daniella Monk would not currently be sitting opposite him, and neither would he be sitting behind a desk, wondering how to head up the marketing campaign to sell sou'esters to Niger.

Harlequin Sweetlips came suddenly into his head; not that he knew the name, not yet. Sweetlips had killed at some time in her life, Barney had no doubt. Perhaps it'd been a while ago, or maybe she was the killer this time around. That might seem like too much of a coincidence, but then the attempted pick-up in the bar might not have been the chance encounter that Barney had presumed at the time. Maybe he'd been an intended victim and something had stayed her hand. A brush with a death which had never materialised.

But he didn't want to tell Daniella Monk that he'd met Harlequin Sweetlips. Couldn't pinpoint the reason, just didn't seem right. Not yet. Maybe if he saw Sweetlips again, maybe if there was a next time, a next time with more contact, he might be able to establish something further; although he wasn't sure how that would play out, not without him dying at any rate. Whatever, now was not the time to tell Daniella Monk, no matter how much good sense suggested it.

'We can wait,' he said, with a strange confidence.

'Yeah,' said Monk, and she reached for her croissant, before deciding that she probably shouldn't even be eating that.

*** 

Monk spent the day at the company offices, speaking to everyone she had so far not covered, in her search for anything that might lead them to the killer of Hugo Fitzgerald. Another seemingly fruitless day, yet she felt sure that the answer to the mystery had something to do with the absurd company of BF&C and was not just specific to Fitzgerald.

She was still there when Orwell arrived at the office for the first time that day, following a morning meeting at Tory Party Head Office, lunch with William Hague and then a productive afternoon's shop on Oxford Street, building up more ammunition for his attack on the sensibilities of Taylor Bergerac. He hadn't given her his cell phone number, liking the thought of the over-the-top forage into her affections and then making himself unavailable. Had expected a host of messages, calls and e-mails from her when he returned, and was categorically disappointed. Nothing. Two seconds, then he had switched back to positive mode and rationalised that she was a busy woman, more than a little overwhelmed, and wanted to take her time in her response. In the meantime, he would continue his impressive assault on her affections and shortly victory would be his. (It said a lot about the man – mostly his massive lack of inner confidence – that it hadn't even occurred to him to just call her up and ask her out to dinner.)

So Rose gave him a few minutes back in his office, time to settle in, assuming he'd be quickly scanning e-mail for work rather than signs of Taylor Bergerac, and then she appeared at the door.

'Mr Orwell,' she said softly.

'Ro,' he said. 'Nice afternoon. I mean, it's pishing down 'n' all, but you know, it's still nice. You could sell afternoons like this one to anyone, if you did it the right way.'

'Mr Orwell,' she said again, with a little more insistence, 'Sgt Monk is here.'

Daniella Monk, he thought. Monk. Nice enough girl, not in Bergerac's league.

'You'd better send her in,' he said, and leaned back against the chair, waiting for the latest onslaught from the law.

*** 

Monk had made four pages of notes, without obtaining anything useful. Orwell was standing at the window, as he had done for most of the twenty-five minutes she'd been there. She wasn't so stressed anymore. She'd cooled down. She thought him rude for presenting his back to her for interview, rather than complicit.

'So, when are you expecting Mr Bethlehem to return?' she asked.

Orwell looked down at the river. There was a damned good question, and she wasn't the only one asking it. He was in Italy at that moment, as far as anyone knew. He'd heard tell that he'd been to Glasgow a couple of times, but nothing concrete.

'Not sure,' he said.

'Doesn't seem to be around much?' she said.

'He's hard to pin down sometimes,' Orwell replied, 'then suddenly he'll come back and he's got deals with Saab, Motorola and Sony. That's how he does business.'

Monk nodded. The guy was a ghost, and she was beginning to think that the only way to really get to the bottom of it was to bring him in. Hard, however, when he was out of the country and no one seemed to know anything about him.

'You know where he is?'

'Nah,' said Orwell. 'Seems to spend every night in a different place.'

No point in giving the police any more than they had to; as everyone in the company had been instructed.

'So, do you think Fitzgerald had enemies, or the firm has enemies, or do you think Bethlehem has personal enemies?' she said.

'Thomas is the company,' said Orwell, then he turned and looked over his shoulder at her, as he had been doing every so often. 'When you're on the way up in business, there's always someone else on the way down.' And, if Orwell had his own way, that someone would soon be Thomas Bethlehem; that was obviously more than Monk needed to know.

'Wouldn't they just try to screw you business-wise?'

'Sure thing, Monk,' he said, nodding. 'I suppose you're right.'

It was the seventh time he'd called her Monk, and her annoyance had long since given way to resignation.

'So, can you think of any individuals that might hold that strong a grudge?' she asked.

He turned away again and looked down on the river. Women with a grudge against Thomas or this great company of men. God, there could be hundreds, it didn't just have to be business, did it?

'What about Margie Crane?' asked Monk, in reaction to the silence.

Orwell never turned. She couldn't see the look on his face. Edged round towards her after a few seconds.

'Doubt it,' he said. 'Scampered off with her tail between her legs apparently. Wouldn't have thought there was much chance of ever seeing her again, you know.'

'You know where I can find her?' asked Monk anyway.

'Birmingham or somewhere like that,' said Orwell. 'Rose'll probably be able to tell you.'

'Right,' said Monk. 'And what about Forsyth?'

'Spends most of his time in Australia,' he said. 'I suppose he could be hiring some bird to do his dirty work for him, but as far as I know he wasn't that pissed about leaving.'

'Right,' said Monk. She looked up from her notebook. It was a wrap. 'Would you be able to get the employees together before they leave tonight. These guys have to be aware that there's the possibility that this was a hit against the company, rather than against Mr Fitzgerald himself.'

'Sure,' said Orwell, 'sure. I'll get Ro to tell 'em all to get down to the cafeteria. Anything else?'

'We're done,' she said.

'Fine,' said Orwell. 'Can you just give me a couple of minutes, I've got a call to make, then I'll join you downstairs.'

And Monk nodded and walked from the office, leaving him to make his first call of the day, which strangely had nothing whatsoever to do with any of the working accounts currently under his attention.

*** 

Monk gave her talk, twenty minutes in all, to the women as well as the men, because there was nothing to say that if there was to be another victim, that they wouldn't be female. And they all sat and took it in, and many were nervous and many were given to think thoughts that they hadn't up until now. In short, it brought it all home to them. And of the seven men who were on dates that night, three would cancel and four would ensure their evening took place in a public place, and that they would not be alone with the woman at any time.

One of those would be Piers Hemingway. His date was with a woman he knew very well indeed, and he did not suspect for one second that the talk being given by the very, very attractive police sergeant was in the least bit appropriate to him. However, he arranged to meet his date in public all the same.

Nice try.

Butt Naked Pygmy Women Go Jesus

––––––––
Piers Hemingway took a quick look at his watch. It was almost time to go, but he had only just begun the meeting with Orwell, Barney Thomson and John Wodehouse. Six fifty-three and most of London would already be on its way out of the office. He needed to get home and have a shower, but he was on the tenth floor discussing one of the upcoming summer's blockbusting CD collections.
'At this stage,' said Orwell, 'the client's just looking for a title. Pure and simple. Once that's sorted, we'll have a couple of weeks to come up with the campaign, but these things usually sell themselves.'

'What's the collection?' asked Hemingway, almost cutting off the end of Orwell's sentence. In a hurry.

'Songs by a bunch of women,' said Orwell. 'The usual suspects, you know. Macie Gray, Beyonce, Climi, etc, etc.'

'What's the problem?'

Orwell nodded at Wodehouse. 'John's been doing some research on titles already used for similar albums. Tell us what you've got, John.'

John Wodehouse looked down at his list and started reading slowly.

'So far I've found, Woman, vols. 1, 2 and 3. A completely different CD entitled Woman. Then there's Independent Woman, Wild Hearted Woman, Fire Woman, Country Woman, Simply Woman and Celtic Woman, vols 1 and 2.'

He glanced up; no one said anything. He got a bit of a get on with it feel.

'A Woman's Heart,' he continued, earnestly, 'A Woman's Voice and Any Woman's Blues. I'm a Good Woman, vols. 1 and 2, Love of a Woman, Power of a Woman, A Woman in Love, Woman and Love, and Woman to Woman.'

'Like the sound of that one, mind you' said Orwell, and Hemingway nodded. Barney was staring out of the window, thinking about women in his own way. Daniella Monk and Harlequin Sweetlips. Wodehouse's voice was low and dull, the office was warm, and he could feel the first creep of sleep cuddling his eyes. Give into it and it would be over him in waves. Delicious sleep.

'Natural Woman,' said Wodehouse, '100 Hits – Women, Woman – The Collection, New Woman Classics, and a bunch of others in the New Woman range, The Very Best of All Woman, Real Women Have Curves ... '

'Oh my God ... ' blurted Orwell.

'A Woman's Place is in The Groove, and Story of a Black Woman,' said Wodehouse, and looked up from the list. The others were shaking their heads, but of course, he wasn't finished. 'Then there's Female, Female of the Species, The Female Touch vols 1 and 2, Favourite Female Vocalists, The Greatest Female Vocalists, The Greatest Female Voices Ever and another couple of country and blues things. That's just a quick check of the main ones out there at the moment. Expect there'll be more.'

'It's like a whole different artform,' said Hemingway. 'They've probably all got the same songs on them.'

'Exactly,' said Orwell. 'Which is why we're here. Have to make the Margies and Joes who have bought all that crap, go out and buy this crap. So, let's have it. John, you've been the lead man on this so far, any ideas?'

Hemingway felt a tingling of the spine. He couldn't sit there like a lemon making weak jokes, letting his former deputy take over.

'A Woman's Place Is In The Kitchen,' said Wodehouse seriously.

Good, thought Hemingway, the lad doesn't have a clue.

'Yeah,' said Orwell, 'it's easy enough to come up with gags,' which was big of him, seeing as he hadn't come up with anything himself, 'but we need sensible ideas,' and he looked around the three men, already accepting that he was probably dependent on Barney for anything decent.

'Women Rock,' said Hemingway, quickly.

'Women Roll,' said Wodehouse.

'All Woman,' said Hemingway.

'Total Woman,' said Wodehouse.

'Total Rock, Total Woman,' said Hemingway.

And suddenly, with a snap of the fingers, they were rolling, jousting like knights of old, nerves strained, adrenaline pumping, hot-palmed and armpits sweating. Barney was vaguely amused. Orwell was bored. He wanted to be tackling the issue of Taylor Bergerac.

'Utter Woman,' said Wodehouse.

'The Consummate Woman,' said Hemingway.

'There's no such thing,' said Wodehouse, who could've been the company's poster child.

'There is to our target audience,' said Orwell.

'The Complete Woman,' said Hemingway.

'Absolute Woman,' said Wodehouse.

'Completely Absolute Women Rock,' said Hemingway.

'Absolutely Complete Women Roll?' said Wodehouse.

'Assuredly Female,' said Hemingway.

'Absolutely Incontrovertibly Totally Completely Utterly Definitely Woman,' said Wodehouse.

'Naked Women Go Rock!' said Hemingway.

'Complete & Perfect Woman,' said Wodehouse.

'Just Woman,' said Hemingway, returning to basics.

'Totally Bare-Bummed Woman,' said Wodehouse.

'Whole Woman, Utterly Female,' said Hemingway, getting carried away.

'Butt-Naked Pygmy Women Go Jesus!' said Wodehouse, losing control of all mental functions.

Barney was falling asleep, Orwell had stopped listening to them some time previously, and to be fair to the lads Hemingway and Wodehouse, they had probably already come up with at least ten perfectly adequate titles. After all, who really cared?

'You just don't get albums with men glorifying their maleness, do you?' said Orwell, pondering the question himself. 'Not PC, I expect. And would you really want to buy a CD entitled Man To Man anyway? I don't think so.'

'A Woman's Touch,' said Hemingway, ignoring Orwell's ruminations because he was so pumped.

'A Woman's Feel,' said Wodehouse.

Barney Thomson sighed.

'Woman Is As Woman Does,' said Hemingway.

'A Woman In Your Bush Is Worth Two In The Hand,' said Wodehouse.

And so they went on ... 

*** 

Monk took the train to Birmingham. Margie Crane sounded the best option for a woman with a grudge, driven to wreak this kind of terrible vengeance. Rose had given her the phone number, but she had decided that turning up on the doorstep was a better option. And it got her out of London for a few hours, away from Frankenstein and away from Barney Thomson, as if that might stop her constant visions of him.

She'd never been to Birmingham before and was pleasantly surprised. Cafés and trees and boulevards and statues and fountains. She wondered what lay beneath it all, but stopped herself thinking about it.

She stood on the pavement outside Crane's house and looked up at the row of terraced homes. Victorian, probably, but she was no expert. Near the centre of the city. Well maintained, trees surrounded by metal fences lining the street, as well as rows of BMWs and Audis and Jaguars, and it was obvious that however dismissive the people at BF&C had been about Margie Crane, she was doing all right for herself.

She walked up a short flight of steps, which led off the street, up to the maroon door. Rang the bell and waited.

The street was quiet, no cars, no one out walking. Just after eight on a cold and damp evening in March. Everyone already safely locked up in their house, kids already packed off to bed, after mummy and daddy had got home from the office and spent the requisite ten minutes reading The Very Hungry Caterpillar.

She rang the bell again, left it another short while, then produced a set of keys, tried a few, found one that fitted, and walked into Margie Crane's house.

*** 

Piers Hemingway had finally escaped – after the meeting had settled on A Woman's Magic, Barney's first suggestion – and now he and Harlequin Sweetlips were walking along the Thames embankment, looking across at all those stern government buildings, which give that part of London an Eastern European feel. Chill evening but dry, still a few people abroad. You would think old Piers had nothing to worry about.

Sweetlips was dressed full on. High, Chinese neckline, all the appropriate bumps displayed to their best advantage, hair in a very, very erotic short black bob. The full femme fatale routine, and yet Hemingway just didn't see this coming. Too busy talking about himself. And the company.

'I'm working on this insurance portfolio at the moment. Total scam.'

'Your entire business is a scam,' she said, smiling her killer smile.

'Yeah, well, maybe. Anyway, it's called Brazil. The name means nothing, it's just a cool name they've given it so that they can use sun, sea and sex to sell it.'

'Good idea,' she said simply, and she held onto his arm a little more tightly, pressed her body up against his a little more closely, and laid her head on his shoulder, so that he felt like a man.

'Exactly. So I've come up with this great line. Brazil: first it was a country, then it was a nut. Then it was a football team, next it was Terry Gilliam's motion picture event. Now, the Royal Bank of Scotland, in association with Picture Perfect Assurance brings you, Brazil, The Life Insurance Policy. For all those times when life's a beach.'

She stopped. She looked at him. He finished, the smile on his face changed to a quizzical look.

'What?' he asked.

'You wrote that?' she asked.

'Sure, Babe.'

'That's so brilliant,' she gushed. 'I mean, really, you are so talented.'

Hemingway's smiled returned, his biggest smile ever. The poor fool, completely sucked in.

They started walking again.

'Yeah,' he said, 'I guess it is pretty amazing.'

And they laughed. Which was nice for Piers, seeing as he was about to die. Good to peg it with a smile on your face. There's not many of us will be able to say that.

At this point there were another fifteen people on the embankment in their close vicinity. However, none of them were actually watching the seemingly happy couple, the woman with the black hair, snuggled into the tall, gangling man, and so their eyewitness accounts of the ensuing events would be shaky.

'So, Miss Sweetlips,' said Hemingway, suddenly feeling imbued with the confidence of kings, 'how about heading back to my place and getting it on? I mean, no messing about, no foreplay, let's just do it.'

Sweetlips laughed. She was almost genuinely amused.

'Can't,' she said, however, with a damning finality.

He was curious. All part of the old game, he presumed.

'Why?'

''Cause,' she said, and she wrinkled her nose as if she was in a sitcom, 'I'm not a necrophiliac.'

He screwed his face up, just a few seconds behind the curve.

'But I'm not dead,' he said, rather stupidly.

The look on Sweetlips' face changed. Laughter to death in an instant. He could see it, right there, a witness to the transformation. The microwave equivalent of Jekyll into Hyde. And the horror rose in his throat, the sure and certain knowledge that he was about to die. And the cry that he ejaculated was deflated and cramped as the knife was brought up and thrust deep into his stomach, up under the rib cage and into his chest. His body jerked up with an awkward movement, his mouth opened and only a dull croak emerged. And then, continuing the flowing movement of it all, Sweetlips had him up and over the barrier, and within three seconds of her taking the knife from within her light summer coat, Hemingway's body was splashing heavily into the water.

She cried out for help, screaming, terrified because her boyfriend had fallen into the river. She screamed wonderfully well. The crowd gathered; none of them had seen a thing.

Hemingway's body floated face down in the water. Sweetlips screamed even louder. Two men jumped into the river to try and rescue him. In a frantic flurry of arms and legs they swam to the body. They lifted the head out of the water and started dragging him to the side.

And as they clumsily hauled the dead weight up onto some steps, and as the growing crowd of onlookers stared down and saw the knife embedded into his chest cavity, the screaming had stopped. And when, shocked and frightened, they looked round for the woman with the bobbed black hair who had been walking with the victim, they could not see her. For Harlequin Sweetlips had already moved on.

*** 

Monk was back on the train one hour and fifty-three minutes later. She'd taken a call from Frankenstein telling her about the death on the Thames, a murder in early evening in a public place, that no one had witnessed; but she had been on the verge of leaving anyway.

Margie Crane's house had given up few secrets. That could possibly have been because someone else had already been there ahead of her. The house – a tastefully decorated affair of beautiful paintings, rococo sculptures, Moroccan rugs, elegant furniture, with shelves of original editions of classic literature – had been completely trashed. Impossible to tell if it had been done during a search or purely as an act of vandalism. But it had been a thorough job, the entire house laid waste. The effect had been presented as vandalism, with paintings unnecessarily slashed, sculptures needlessly shattered, wallpaper stripped. But that did not mean the whole was not there to hide the piecework; the minute detail that might have been searched for, and might have been found.

There were layers of dust on everything, a couple of months' worth of junk mail behind the door.

Monk had removed all the letters that might be remotely personal, had decided against calling the local Feds, and headed for New Street.

And as she sat on the train reading through the various pieces of correspondence, she discovered that Margie Crane had not been as dormant in the world of Thomas Bethlehem as Orwell had implied.

Amazing, she thought, that some of these people realised that the Royal Mail still existed.

His Face Contorted In Agony And Terror

––––––––
Barney Thomson leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling. One day down as a marketing executive, who knew how many to go? How long would he last before he was drawn back to his life's natural place? More pointedly, how long before this whole thing came to a head and the purpose in his being dragged down to London became apparent?
Maybe it wasn't so much the manipulation of the hair of men that grabbed him; more the position of a barber, standing behind another man whilst clutching a sharp instrument which could, under other circumstances, be used to slit his throat or be plunged into his head. Total control, that was what you possessed as a barber. Total control without necessarily having any inherent self-confidence or ability.

Maybe he just felt the immediate pull back to the barber's chair because of habit; it was all he'd ever known.

However, on this evening, that was not what exercised his mind. His head back, staring at the ceiling, he was thinking about the woman he had met in the bar two nights previously, and who he now felt with absolute assurance was at that moment standing outside his apartment, watching and waiting. He did not know if the wait was for him to emerge, or for him to turn the lights off and go to bed. Either way, he knew she was there, her eyes burrowing through the walls.

Harlequin Sweetlips was a murderess if ever he had encountered one, and yet he had not even been close to telling the police sergeant about it. He had rationalised it with the obvious question: what exactly would he have said to her?

Barney: Well, Sergeant, I had a drink with a woman who gave off the weirdest serial killer-type vibe.

Monk: And how did that manifest itself exactly?

Barney: You know, it was a thing. A vibe. A thing.

Monk: I see. And how did you manage to pick up the vibe?

Barney: It's hard to explain.

Monk: Try me.

Barney: My mother was a serial killer. I once killed a man who'd just murdered thirty-two monks. I attended a Murderers Anonymous group. I slept with a woman who killed eight members of the Scottish cabinet. I have been haunted by Satan and have seen his brutal and murderous work at close quarters. I'm the spawn of Death and murder has been my constant companion these last few years. It's always with me.

Monk: Like backache.

Barney: Exactly.

Monk: Isn't there anything you can take for that?

Barney: You mean, like Nurofen Serial Killer?

Monk: Yeah.

Barney: I don't think they make that yet.

Monk: Too bad.

It wasn't going to work. Harlequin Sweetlips was his problem for him to sort out. He'd dealt with her like before, and if this absurd life of his continued, he would do so again. And what if one of these days he never got to wake up in the morning, or the end came with his full cognisance, watching the knife descend from above, until it penetrated his forehead and closed his eyes forever? What if the end came in a fizz of slashing silver, his face contorted in agony and terror, his soul dispatched to the everlasting torment it more than likely deserved? What if one night his life was to be drawn to a swift and bloody conclusion, as the pitiless blade of mortality was plunged viciously into his horrified face? Would anyone care?

His eyes were closed, and despite the feeling of unease about the presence of Harlequin Sweetlips outside, and despite his own thoughts of death which were becoming more and more grotesque, slowly he drifted off to sleep, and his head slumped down onto his chest.

*** 

Harlequin Sweetlips flicked the cigarette butt onto the pavement, one of her classically staged movements. There was only one person watching, but Harry Monkton, on his way home to another undistinguished evening of PlayStation 3, was in no state of mind to be attracted by the balletically casual movements of a woman on a street corner, stubbing out a fag. He walked on. Sweetlips hadn't even noticed him in any case.

She looked up at Barney's window, the light still burning behind the curtains. Watching TV, maybe fallen asleep. Checked her watch again. Past midnight. Barney Thomson wasn't the sit up late on his own watching TV personality type; he must've fallen asleep. So, would he want a late night visitor? Time to decide. Strangely she felt the flutter in her stomach, the old nervousness. Men; the only thing that had ever bothered her, that had ever tightened her nerves, made her mouth go dry.

In her time she had risen to her feet and spoken to a room full of hundreds; she had appeared on live television; she had walked out on stage in front of eighty thousand people; she had met presidents and prime ministers, kings and queens; she had crossed borders with illegal arms and drugs; she had stared into the eyes of a South American militiaman with a machine gun, twenty kilos of uncut heroin strapped around her waist; and there hadn't been a tingle in her body. Her conviction had been total. But men, they were the driver of her nerves. Just the ones in which she was genuinely interested, the ones who got under her skin, not the pointless little Lost Boys of BF&C.

There was a particular type she fell for and it hadn't happened often in her life; maybe twice before. And now, behind the walls across the street, there was a third. Fallen asleep on his settee, staring at the ceiling, thinking about me as much as I'm thinking about him, thought Harlequin Sweetlips. And, with fate playing its capricious games, it was almost inevitable that, as she had discovered the previous day, the man was working for BF&C, along with the abject collective. How foreseeable that had been; she had not met him in that bar for nothing. This man with whom she'd had no business in her entire life, was going to be as entangled in her immediate future as any of the clowns at the company, who would one by one receive their just desserts.

And the thought of him, and the thought of their next contact, made her stomach feel uncomfortable and excited her at the same time. The nerves of infatuation, the first light and excitement of new love.

She lit another cigarette. The image of the previous two occasions when she had fallen for a man – or rather the bloody image when she had put herself out of her misery – came to mind. She made the decision that she wasn't going to interrupt Barney Thomson's slumber this evening. The nerves in the pit of her stomach died away, and she turned and started the long walk back across London.

*** 

Chief Superintendent Dick Strumpet, an absurd gentleman with an enormous moustache, was storming around the room waving wildly in a series of mad extravagant gestures, subjecting Frankenstein and Monk to the occasional volley of spittle, as it flew across the room in great arcs.

'Fuck's sake!' he bellowed. 'What the fuck is that?'

Frankenstein had bravely just allowed Monk to break the news about the Archbishop of Middlesex's fingerprints, and Strumpet was taking it much as they'd expected.

'Don't shoot the messenger,' said Monk, who was a little daunted, but was at least able to keep telling herself that she was being shouted at by a man named Strumpet. How bad could it get? You can only ever allow yourself to be intimidated by shouting; how much you are daunted is within your power. Focus.

Strumpet stopped his free-flowing movements around the room – Frankenstein felt like he was watching tennis; not that he'd ever watched tennis – and paused beside the picture of him meeting the Queen when she'd bestowed upon him the GCMG after a minor terrorist thing in the early nineties.

'The messenger?' he screeched. 'I don't even know what a fucking messenger is, Sergeant. I suppose you think it's someone who's delivering a fucking message? Is that what you think?'

Monk swallowed. Don't be intimidated by an idiot shouting.

'Yes, sir,' she managed to say without her voice squeaking. Straight back, look him in the eye, be more forceful. He admires forceful women, that's what they say. Don't cower.

'Well, you're not delivering a fucking message!' he cried at the zenith of his lungs. 'Hello! You're delivering the progress report on a murder investigation! And now you're telling me that the main suspect is the Prime Minister's religious adviser, and one of the most respected theologians in the entire fucking country.'

'No one's saying he's a suspect,' said Frankenstein, making a surprise interjection into the conversation. Monk glanced sideways.

Strumpet moved his eyes from Monk to Frankenstein, very slowly, very deliberately, laced with menace. So he hoped. Frankenstein liked to keep his head down, but wasn't quite as enthralled by the masturbatory explosions of Strumpet's wrath.

'What?' yelled Strumpet, cranking it up a notch. Voice now tagged with amazement. 'You don't think fingerprints, in themselves enough to get a conviction for just about any fucking crime on Planet Earth, are indicative of the man being a suspect?'

'He's not on our list,' said Monk.

'Yet,' added Frankenstein, 'something doesn't add up, so we need to speak to him, try to get to the bottom of what's going on.'

'And how do you intend to do that?' asked Strumpet, voice now very low and threatening. The method actor's calm before the storm. 'Call me Dumbo,' he added, obscurely.

'What?' asked Frankenstein.

'I'm all ears ... ' said Strumpet, his voice dropping even lower.

Monk kept the smile from her face. She could laugh about it later. Frankenstein stared balefully into his Superintendent's eyes.

'I realise it's a sensitive matter, Sir ... '

'Sensitive, he says.'

'Which is why we're here. Rather than just charging blindly over there, I thought we should speak to you first.'

'Oh, well that was fucking thoughtful.'

The voice was starting to pick up again. Frankenstein decided to go on the offensive.

'You can get mad and you can shout all you like, but the fact is that the guy's fingerprints are on at least the first murder weapon, possibly the second if they can get anything after the body's been in the river. Therefore we have to speak to him. There is no option.'

Strumpet slumped into his chair and stared across the desk. Monk and Frankenstein both realised that the danger moment had passed and there'd been no total explosion. Still unsure of what was going to come next, but they both felt the tension ease.

'Right,' said Strumpet, eventually. 'You're right. Fucking crap. Just, you know, let me give it some thought.'

He stared away from them, descended from the height of his annoyance, suddenly distracted.

'You're right,' he added as an afterthought. 'But for the moment you need to be discreet. Take discreet to new levels. If this gets out we're all, all three of us, completely fucked.'

A pause.

'Tell no one,' said Strumpet, continuing at last. 'No one. You understand what I mean by that?'

They nodded. Strumpet abruptly waved his hand towards the door, feeling mild palpitations in his chest.

Monk and Frankenstein stood up and trooped out of the room, closing the door behind them. They stared at Mrs Trevanian, typing away furiously as ever, then walked through the outer office and into the corridor.

'Well, he didn't kill us,' said Monk.

'Not yet,' said Frankenstein. 'Just wait 'til you fuck up.'

'Thanks for the vote of confidence.'

Frankenstein pushed open a swing door and sent a young PC with a tray full of six coffees for a Burton.

I Will Hang My Head In Zorro

––––––––
An emergency Saturday morning meeting at the offices of BF&C, all necessary parties in attendance. Apart, of course, from the perennially absent Thomas Bethlehem. Jude Orwell was nominally running the meeting, whilst in effect leaving most of the talking and organisation to Anthony Waugh, head of Miscellaneous Anthropoid Department. Barney Thomson, the latest wunderkind of the marketing world, was feeling a little out of place, but trying to focus on enjoying the surrealism of the moment. Take what comes, enjoy it while you can.
Once you've been sucked into the partner-kids-mortgage prison, seizing the day is no longer an option. But Barney was free of that. He could live his life like he was in a male cosmetics advert. He could go sailing and pull birds and climb mountains and drive fast cars and deep sea dive and paraglide. He could even help Exron launch their new range of cosmetics. Relax, he told himself as Waugh burbled on, and have fun.

However, when you're constantly having to tell yourself to relax and have fun, you're clearly doing neither.

John Wodehouse was in the groove. Getting back all the old confidence which he'd had in spades at Oxford and which had been torn from him the second he'd landed in the real world. But now he was zipping up the company pecking order and he felt empowered. Not for a second did he consider he was in line for the same fate as Fitzgerald or Hemingway. Imagined that the two who'd died had had it coming, and if not, had at least been careless. Not for him some indiscreet date with a strange woman. A straight bat, nothing stupid and he'd be all right. Like the date he had that night. Cast-iron, guaranteed safe as houses.

Spot of dinner, discuss a little bit of business, back to his place, perfectly secure on home ground, and then a solid all-nighter. Couldn't beat it.

There were two others in attendance at the meeting, both dragged in unexpectedly from the sidelines. The first was Marcus Blade, a veteran of the trade and a one-time legend, a man who had not been heard of in years, after becoming a victim of burn-out in the mid-'80s.

That he'd helped create the '80s, then collapsed before he could enjoy them, was the popular myth around him. Most people in the business had heard of him, and most believed him dead. However, he'd spent the previous twenty-two years living in a small flat in Fulham, smoking cheap dope, listening to Radio 4, and painting pictures of fruit and empty cigarette packets. Only forty-seven, a hero that no one knew still existed.

Waugh was pleased that he'd found him. It was the first offer Blade had had since the Thatcher years, and he'd surprised himself by accepting it without a second's thought. Orwell had been genuinely gobsmacked at his arrival; and naturally was exceptionally doubtful that the bloke would still have it. A lot had happened in twenty-two years. Still, it was cool to be sharing a room with a legend, and a distracted Orwell had allowed him to be installed as Deputy Chief of Staff.

Wodehouse, while wallowing in his new-found confidence, found himself staring at Blade every few seconds, having heard all about him and having previously belonged to the Blade-is-dead pattern of belief.

The other member present was the latest of the wet-behind-the-ears brigade, dragged from obscurity to help out at Other Contracts Department, as number two to Wodehouse. Nigel Achebe, a Nigerian lad who'd arrived from Kaduna on a student visa three years previously and who had worked every day since. Poised to go far, as long as he could evade the happy blade of Harlequin Sweetlips, of course.

So, a fine collective, gathered around the table to discuss the direction of BF&C, such as it was, i.e. downhill. Waugh, focused, poised, a coiled snake; Orwell, slightly in awe of Blade, but his mind mostly on his latest, so far unproductive, moves on Taylor Bergerac; Barney, trying to persuade himself he was having fun; Blade, in a non-specific state of confusion; Wodehouse, feeling the Force; Achebe, in awe of everything, trying to pull himself out of the burger joint and to stop wishing everyone a nice day; and bringing the collective up to the Magnificent 7, there was the absent, but still overbearing presence of Thomas Bethlehem. The Marcus Blade of his day, except that Bethlehem was no burn-out.

'I'm making a hundred calls an hour,' said Waugh. 'A hundred. No one wants to come here. It's like we've got the plague and no one wants to get on the plane. The WHO might as well come along here and strap a friggin' banner to the front of the building, quarantining the joint. Enter here all ye who want to DIE!' and he bellowed the final word, mostly to get everyone's attention, because Anthony Waugh was a man who could tell when minds were wandering.

Blade raised an eyebrow at him, but it wasn't like he needed the heads up on why Waugh had been so desperate as to go looking for him.

'There's no doubt we're struggling,' said Orwell, trying to drag himself back into the conversation and going against one of his guiding principles by wasting words.

'Struggling?' said Waugh.

'You lost any business yet?' asked Blade, getting back into the groove.

Orwell shook his head.

'We've managed to market a good game. Even managed to get the Standard today to ignore the fact that Hemingway worked for us, so the business hasn't really picked up on it yet. Well, our business will have, our competitors, but the people who use us, the government and the poxy little salted snack companies, they haven't a Scooby.'

'Doesn't mean you're in the clear,' said Blade.

'As sure as eggs is eggs,' said Orwell, with a little bit of a tone.

'Blade's got a point,' said Waugh, who was destined to talk up everything that Blade came out with in a blatant attempt to justify employing him in the first place. 'We can think we're immune, we can attempt news management and damage limitation all we want, but it'll get out there, and one day soon the business is going to melt away just like it never existed. Melt away.'

'Like it never existed,' said Wodehouse, sensing the shift in the balance of power.

There was a pause in the conversation, everyone suddenly taking note of the change in tactics and the power struggle that had not really been acknowledged until that second. Waugh and Orwell were on.

Achebe bit his bottom lip. Wodehouse suddenly felt uncomfortable, but straightened his back even more and looked Orwell in the eye. Orwell swallowed, but still struggled to shift the image of Bergerac from his head. Waugh leaned forward, positive body language, applying the pressure. Blade smiled, realising that he had at least had the good sense to come in on the right side. Barney mentally kicked back and decided that he was in fact enjoying himself after all. He unintentionally caught Waugh's eye and got a bit of a we're all in it together nod. Orwell noticed and slung Barney a what the fuck's going on? Barney glanced between the two men, giving them both an I'm my own man, and if I'm in the mood I might just have a go at overthrowing Bethlehem myself.

'We can manage it,' said Orwell forcefully, trying to control the meeting, but knowing that his head wasn't right for this kind of thing. Bloody women, infecting his brain with sludge. Bloody women. 'Take the pragmatic approach, deal with each problem as it arises.'

'That's madness!' barked Waugh. 'Friggin' madness. When you can see the problems that are going to arise, you deal with them before they come up. A problem tackled is not a problem, full stop.'

'Equalise before they score,' said Blade, thinking he was being cutting edge, and missing by at least a couple of decades.

'Then you end up putting resources into areas where they might not even be needed, and we're low enough on resources as it is.'

'There are always more people,' said Waugh, realising as he said it that it was a weak argument, easily countered. Orwell duly pounced like the hyena on rotting flesh.

'That's why you hired Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go boy here,' he said, adding quickly, ''Scuse me, Marcus, but you know what I'm saying.' Blade nodded, whilst his antipathy towards Orwell grew.

'And what are we going to do anyway?' Orwell continued. 'Fitzgerald and Hemingway were defenceless against this woman, if it was the same one. The police don't know shit and we're stuck. God, we could just be waiting to get picked off. What do we do?'

'It's not about the murders,' said Waugh. 'It's not about who's dying. It's about the public's perceptions of why it's happening.'

'And we're controlling those perceptions!' exclaimed Orwell, getting sucked into an argument he didn't want to have.

'For now,' said Waugh, 'on a flimsy day-to-day basis. We need something solid. We need something to take to the bank.'

Waugh's face twitched involuntarily, the way it always did when he was trying to control his temper. Orwell didn't respond. He'd been drawn into an argument he wasn't going to win and where he also happened to agree with Waugh in any case. So he looked around the room, hoping that someone else would come in, someone other than Blade, and either lend him support or at least give him an honourable way out.

Silence, and with it the obvious feeling that the meeting was siding with Waugh.

'Thomas'll be back in a couple of days,' said Orwell. 'And God knows the contracts he'll come with. We should wait it out until he gets here.'

Couldn't believe the words as he was saying them. How bad had he got, how wasted had his mind become that he was invoking the name of Thomas Bethlehem to try to stave off other internal rivals.

'We need to do something now,' said Blade, using we for the first time.

'And what d'you think that is?' snapped Orwell. 'You're not selling fucking Spandau Ballet to thirteen-year-old girls now, Marcus.'

Wow! thought Wodehouse, that's pretty cool. Achebe felt even more out of his depth than he'd expected.

'We need to attack it,' said Waugh, still talking in generalities, because of course he had no specifics at his disposal. 'So first of all we address exactly what it is that needs to be attacked.'

'We can't employ new staff and we're liable to start losing business in the very near future,' said Wodehouse forcefully, and Orwell slung him an angry look. Insolent little shit, he thought.

Suddenly Barney rose to his feet, naturally grabbing everyone's attention as he did so.

'Gentlemen,' he said, 'this is madness. I'm leaving.'

'You can't!' said Orwell, still thinking that Barney was an ally.

'Bloody right,' said Waugh.

'Wrong,' said Barney. 'I've had enough for today. The obvious thing for you to do is to start murdering executives from other marketing companies, using similar MO's to the murders of Fitzgerald and Hemingway. Levels the playing field, makes it look like all the companies are in the same boat. The police might know it's bogus, but the rest of the business world, they're not going to care, they'll just see it in black and white as ever. The bigger firms might even suffer more than you just because of who they are.'

A beautiful silence. The five other men sat back and stared at Barney, more than a little curious. What a brilliant idea, and to have the balls to throw it into a meeting of this size, with this many confederates. Any one of these men could be straight off to the police. But despite the awfulness of the suggestion, only Achebe was actually appalled by it. Only he had the decency to feel the horror in his bones.

'I was joking,' said Barney, after seeing the looks on their faces. 'Don't even think about it.'

They stared at him. A couple of them smiled.

'I'll tell,' he added, smiling at his own joke. 'Now, I'm off. I'm going to have some tea.'

And with that he turned and walked smoothly from the room, closing the door behind him. They watched him go and all five of them stared at the closed door for at least a minute after he was gone. For all his silence throughout most of the meeting, Barney had presence, and now that he was away, they felt it.

'Who was that masked man?' said Blade jokingly, to break the reverie.

'The barber,' said Waugh. 'He's just the friggin' barber.'

A Harmony Of Diced Pig And Canned Fruit

––––––––
Barney was sitting in his office, feet on his desk, looking out of the window at the leaden sky. Leaden. Think of another word for leaden, he thought. Grey skies are always leaden. Sombre. Brooding. Grim. Oppressive. Sullen. Miserable as flippin' shite. Checked his watch, was about to go for lunch. Some in-built thing told him he couldn't go until after twelve. Only twelve minutes to go and he would be on his way to pizza.
The door opened and Jude Orwell came charging into the room, looking stern. No thoughts of Taylor Bergerac at the moment. Needing a word with Barney Thomson.

'Jesus, Barn,' he said as his opening salvo, 'what the fuck was that?'

'What d'you mean?' asked Barney, some part of his subconscious making him remove his feet from the desk and straighten his shoulders, so that suddenly he looked like a television presenter.

'That thing with Waugh?' said Orwell.

'Don't get you,' said Barney, thinking that he might as well just deny, deny, deny. Didn't feel like getting into any argument with Orwell that would lead to an unnecessary delay in getting hold of his lunch.

'He looked at you in a funny way,' said Orwell, not entirely sure what he was going to do with Barney in denial.

'He looked at me?'

'Yeah.'

'In a funny way?'

'Yeah.'

Barney slowly shrugged his shoulders.

'Don't know,' he said.

'Fuck, Barn,' said Orwell, 'you're supposed to be on my team. Mine. You and me, we're having a go at the World Championship here. I need you to back me up, not leave me, you know ... '

'Floundering?' suggested Barney.

'Yeah, whatever,' said Orwell, drifting off.

'You were mince,' said Barney. 'I don't see how I can help you when your mind is that far off the job. If I had joined you, that would still only have meant there was one man on the team.'

'Fair point,' said Orwell, ire deflating pretty quickly.

'If you're that rubbish when confronted by Waugh, what are you going to be like when Bethlehem returns?'

'I'll nail him,' said Orwell forcefully.

'Not if Waugh's got the hammer,' said Barney.

Orwell stood over him, agitated, hating the fact that Barney always seemed to get the better of him. He had spent years talking over people, never having to play second fiddle, and now his head was in a complete fudge over a woman, and he'd brought someone into his gang who seemed to hold all the aces.

'You work with me,' said Orwell through gritted teeth, 'and together we make sure he doesn't get it.'

'Totally,' said Barney, and Orwell stared him out for a couple of seconds, and then turned on his heels and legged it from the room, doubting as he went the perspicacity of his move in promoting Barney out of the barber's chair.

Barney watched him go, checked his watch, eight and a half minutes to go, and then he lifted his feet back up onto his desk. Plenty of time for Waugh to make an appearance, he thought. Deny, deny, deny.

However, as it was, Waugh missed him by four minutes, seventeen seconds.

*** 

Barney had ordered a twelve-inch Hawaiian with garlic bread and a glass of Australian Chardonnay when the chair opposite him was pulled out and he looked up to be once more confronted by Sergeant Daniella Monk. Hair a bit mushed up and looking very, very attractive for it. A far greater temptation than your Taylor Bergeracs or even Harlequin Sweetlips of the world, wearing a grey jacket and blue shirt, top three buttons undone. Silver chain around her neck, small blue pendant.

'Mind if I join you?' she said, and Barney smiled.

'You following me, officer?'

'Our meeting is entirely coincidental,' she said, just as a teenage waitress, with three mouths to feed, appeared beside her with a ready smile and a Madonna mic attached to her napper.

'Good afternoon. Would you like to see the menu, Madam?' she asked.

'It's all right. I'll have salmon tagliatelle and a Diet Pepsi, please,' Monk replied, giving her a quick glance.

She punched a couple of numbers into her little electronic handset, the smile disappearing while she concentrated, then she switched it back on as required.

'Would you like anything to start or a side order perhaps? Maybe garlic bread or some fries?'

Monk turned and looked up.

'You're asking me if I want to eat fries with pasta? That's the reason the Europeans think we're Neanderthals.'

'Breaded garlic mushrooms perhaps, or how about a selection from our salad bar? Help yourself for only two pounds forty-five.'

'Salmon tagliatelle and a Diet Pepsi please,' Monk repeated, looking away from the interrogation.

'Would that be a further order of salmon tagliatelle and Diet Pepsi, subsequent to the order you've previously placed, or is that a repeat of your earlier order?'

Monk turned slowly and looked up at her, then she took out her police badge from inside her grey jacket.

'If you don't go and get my order right now, I'll arrest you for being an idiot in charge of a microphone. Now fuck off.'

'Your order will take a few minutes,' the waitress said crisply. 'My name's Cheyenne and I'll be your waitress today if there's anything else you require.'

And she was gone, leaving Barney and Monk alone. At last.

'That's really cool, that badge thing,' said Barney. 'You do it often?'

'Every day,' said Monk. 'It's not like this is a great job, so you might as well take advantage of all the perks.'

'She's going to spit in your pasta.'

Monk laughed and they lapsed into a relaxed silence, borne of easy familiarity. Only their fourth meeting, and already they were comfortable in each other's space. Like mayonnaise and chips.

'You back across the road?' he asked.

'A few more questions to ask. The Piers Hemingway murder, and a couple of other points.'

'Yeah, I was in a meeting with him last night. Couldn't have been much before he pegged it.'

'He say who he was going out with?'

Barney smiled.

'Well you know, he did leave her name and address, phone number, cell phone number, a couple of photographs, a full set of fingerprints and a DNA sample, but nothing that would be of any use to you.'

'All right, all right, I can be off duty for half an hour.'

'I don't mind,' he said, as Cheyenne the Happy Waitress appeared beside them and placed Barney's food and Monk's drink on the table.

'Is everything all right for you, sir?'

'Thanks,' said Barney.

'You're welcome,' she chanted. 'Enjoy your meal.'

And off she scuttled to check on the progress of the pair of salmon tagliatelles.

'So, you getting anywhere?' he asked.

'You can start,' she said, in response to his reluctance to lift his cutlery. 'If you give me some of that garlic bread.'

'Sure,' he said, and they tucked in.

'We're pretty shagged,' she said, in reply to the question about whether or not they were getting anywhere, as opposed to the fact that they were now destined to prematurely run out of garlic bread.

'Nothing?'

'Got a couple of things, but they're a little suspect. We have a suspicious set of fingerprints, but we're not sure what we can do with them yet.'

'And the other?' he asked.

She hesitated. Shouldn't really go discussing police business with an outsider, and in particular one who worked at the company where all the murders were being committed. And someone who might be a suspect. Who really ought to be a suspect.

Still, talking to Frankenstein was like talking to the old brick wall, so where else did she have to go? Going on her familiar gut feeling, she knew well that Barney wasn't one of them across the road, one of that crowd. He was even more out of place in there than she was.

'What do you know about Margie Crane?' she asked.

'The name on the door?' he asked in reply.

'Yeah.'

'Nowt,' he said, which didn't surprise her in the least. 'I've heard her name mentioned, along with the other guy, but that's it. She back on the scene?'

'Quite the reverse,' said Monk. 'She's disappeared, no one's heard from her in over two months. Checked with South Midlands CID. She lives in Birmingham. Reported missing in the middle of January. Nothing since then. Checked out her apartment. It'd been trashed.'

'Connected to this?' asked Barney.

'She'd been getting letters from several employees at the company. Weird shit, difficult to follow. Coded, presumably. No idea what she was up to. Started something, and then just walked away from it. Or was dragged away from it.'

'Who sends letters anymore?' asked Barney. 'Particularly this lot, the poster children of the text generation.'

'Exactly,' said Monk.

And, as if by magic, but actually by the hand of Cheyenne, the first lot of salmon tagliatelle arrived on a golden plate and was deposited on the table with the usual rounds of obeisance.

'Enjoy your meal,' said Cheyenne.

'I'm going to take a sample of this,' said Monk, 'and have it analysed, and if there's so much as a trace of saliva in it, I'm coming back and shutting this place down.'

A hesitation, and then the lizard-tongue hand of Cheyenne crept out, slowly removed the plate, and she was gone. Without so much as an 'I'll be right back, madam'.

'So who was actually sending the letters?' Barney asked, more specifically.

Monk paused again, tapped her fork on the table wishing she had some pasta to put it in, then once more plunged into discussing the investigation with someone to whom she really ought not to be talking. Someone who had a couple of hours previously, after all, happily suggested that his fellows commit murder.

'Fitzgerald,' said Monk, then after a pause, 'and Hemingway.'

Barney raised his eyebrows. 'Cool,' he said, 'the deceased. Any others? You know who's going to be next?'

'Three more,' she said, and she stopped, thinking that she really, really ought not to divulge any more information. They had already assigned officers to watch over the three remaining individuals who had gone on this new list of potential victims; assuming that there was some link between the murders and the letters to Crane, which they had no reason to actually suspect at all.

'Orwell, Waugh and Wodehouse,' she said, unable to stop her mouth. An age-old problem. Got her into no end of trouble in the past.

'Ah,' said Barney. 'What about the master?'

'Bethlehem? Nothing.'

'So have you told the happy trio that they're potentially next in line?'

Monk shook her head, took a long drink, ice cubes freezing against her teeth.

'Talked to each of them about Crane, nothing specific. Might not be linked, but they're all lying about having had any contact with her. Not sure how to play it yet. Anyway, we've got the three guys covered, so we should be all right. And if we're lucky, they'll lead us to her.'

'Why are you telling me?' asked Barney, interrupting the flow of non-essential information.

'Good question, Barney Thomson,' she said, and she looked deep into his eyes to give him the answer, which he'd known anyway, even before he'd asked the question. She was feeling the same thing he was. A real connection between them, instant and honest, a connection that would go beyond the need for conversation.

'Apart from this thing that appears to be going on between us ... ' she began.

'You think there's a thing?'

'You don't?' she asked, undaunted.

He smiled and shrugged. Of course there was a thing.

'Apart from this, you're a curiosity, and you're involved in this in some way whether you like it or not. You're not down here because you were summoned by the Devil.'

Barney hesitated, his fork at his lips, then started eating again. Didn't look her in the eye.

'So,' she continued, 'we haven't put these three guys in the picture yet. No point in frightening them.'

'They wouldn't be frightened,' said Barney. 'They think they're invincible. Supermen one and all.'

'What on earth are you doing there?' she asked. 'And I don't mean, just as that idiotic marketing executive. Why aren't you just working in some shop somewhere, doing what you do?'

Barney tucked into some more pizza. Shrugged. No real answer.

'Just walking the earth, getting in adventures,' he said.

'No wife, no kids, no mortgage?'

'Pretty much. Every day is a blank page.'

She looked into his eyes, swallowing up everything that they gave away. Took another drink, using the glass to cover her face.

'What's that like?'

Cheyenne appeared beside them, armed to the teeth with what was the second of the two salmon tagliatelles, which she placed in front of Monk.

'Enjoy your meal,' she intoned.

'I'll also check for all other foreign substances which would not normally be present in a fish pasta dish with a cream sauce.'

Cheyenne gave Monk a blank stare. 'Enjoy your meal,' she said, although this time she delivered the time-honoured catchphrase with all the malice she could convoke, and then turned on her heels and made for another table.

'It's a mixed bag,' said Barney. 'Like everything else. There's nothing with a good side that doesn't have its bad.'

'Yeah,' she said. 'I know about that.'

And she finally got to take her first mouthful of salmon tagliatelle, which was damned fine, and then she looked at her watch and realised that she had twenty-seven minutes to get back to the station for that afternoon's briefing, which was going to be a bit of a struggle.

'Shit,' she said.

'Got to go?'

'Yeah. Shit,' and she quickly crammed in two more mouthfuls and reached inside her jacket.

'I'll get it,' said Barney. 'On you go.'

She hesitated, nodded, forked a final mouthful, downed some of her drink.

'Cheers,' she said. 'Sorry. Next time.'

'Aye,' said Barney.

And Monk was gone, leaving Barney Thomson alone with a mid-Pacific pizza and the remainder of the pasta.

He was just contemplating his current state of affairs, and affairs seemed the appropriate word, when Cheyenne appeared at the table once again, clutching the second lot of cola/pasta in her hot little hands. She looked quizzically at Barney, having noticed Monk's dash for the door.

'I'll eat 'em,' he said, and Cheyenne smiled, feeling more comfortable with the man alone, and edged the condiments out of the way to place the plate on the table.

'Is there anything else I can get for you, Sir?' she asked, smiling.

'I'm fine, thanks,' said Barney, and Cheyenne, teeth bared to the world, turned and went about her business.

I'll Have The Duck

––––––––
Jude Orwell was a man on a mission; the mission codenamed Get Into Taylor Bergerac's Pants. Not that it was a great codename. In fact, it was more of a mission statement than a codename.
That morning had seen his latest round of cool moves. Firstly, a change of billboard outside her house – this time a giant poster of him, standing on a beach, sun-tanned and be-muscled in nothing but a g-string, looking out to sea at a glorious computer-enhanced sunset. In fact, the entire picture had been constructed by computer, as underneath the $2,000 suits, Jude Orwell was a bit of a pasty weasel. Happy enough to deal with the problem of what Bergerac would think when she finally saw him naked, when the time came.

He had also covered her route from home to work in many more posters, including space on the back of buses and taxis using the route, outlining in a variety of ways his qualities as an all-round top bloke. It'd cost a lot at such short notice, but Orwell had money and he knew which strings had to be pulled to get things done in London. The fact that he was spending so much time on it, while his executives were murdered and others plotted against him, was an irritation, but he imagined that Bergerac would succumb at any moment, and then he could return to the main business of exploiting the difficulties suddenly thrust upon BF&C to his own advantage.

To add to the billboard overkill, he'd also developed the strategy of the previous day a little further, in terms of e-mail, gifts and a singing ensemble to greet her in the morning. This time he arranged for an acoustic four-piece to do a kind of REM Automatic For The People-esque paean on how miserable his life would be without Bergerac in it, although once more they only managed to get to the end of the first line – Jude Orwell and the game of life, yeah, yeah, yeah – before she had them forcibly removed from her immediate vicinity. Taylor Bergerac had seen enough. It was time to have a little chat.

*** 

Into the lion's den came Harlequin Sweetlips. Actually, given that she was the lion, she was in fact walking into the wildebeest's den. Yet she felt a little threatened in the offices of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane, surrounded as she was in her perception, by enemies.

Saturday afternoon, and strangely it was business as usual at BF&C. The troops were rallying to the beleaguered cause. Appointments arranged, the stout men and few women of the firm giving up their weekend to aid the infirm firm. And so, as Sweetlips entered the dragon's lair, Imelda was sitting straight-backed and efficient at her desk, doing a variety of things on her PC, and there were two others in the exceptionally sterile waiting area. One was a potential client, oblivious to the traumatic events at the company, and keen to enlist Jude Orwell's help in recruiting more people to join MI6. (Their previous three campaigns under the slogans You No Longer Have To Keep It A Secret; Just 'Cause You're A Lager-Drinking Ned Doesn't Mean We Won't Take You; and Just Imagine How Cool You'll Sound When You're Chatting Up Birds Down The Boozer, had failed to catch on, and the department was suffering a bit of a recruitment crisis.) The other in the waiting room was a potential new employee, still not finished his final year at Cambridge, but Waugh had heard news of him and had dragged him down for a chat with the promise of an enormous starting package.

Harlequin Sweetlips gave them the once over, pegged them both for what they were, then approached Imelda, who in turn immediately blanked her screen.

'Good afternoon,' said Imelda, with her usual amount of reserve when approached by an attractive woman.

'Hi,' said Sweetlips, who had met Imelda before on any number of occasions, but who today was wearing a fetching, and entirely convincing blonde wig and dark glasses, with her face clarted in enough product to mask the most recognisable face on the planet. Whoever that might be. Imelda couldn't spot Harlequin Sweetlips coming, not from two damned feet. 'I have an appointment to see Barney Thomson.'

Imelda looked unsure, aware of no such appointment, checked the appropriate list to make sure, then turned back to Sweetlips, shaking her head.

'I'm sorry, I don't have a note of any appointments for Mr. Thomson this afternoon. What did you say your name was?'

'Sweetlips,' said Sweetlips, and as always, Imelda was drawn to look at her lips, and while not recognising them as belonging to anyone she knew, at least recognised that they were indeed sweet. 'Harlequin Sweetlips,' Sweetlips breathed, in a way that oozed sex, even to members of her own sex who'd never considered having sex breathed at them by a woman.

Imelda shivered, felt a little disconcerted and tapped through to Barney's office.

'Just hold on a second, please,' she said, this time unable to look Sweetlips in the eye. Sweetlips, the brutal bastard, kept her eyes on Imelda the whole time, daring her to return the stare.

'Aye?' said Barney, lifting the phone.

'There's a Harlequin Sweetlips here to see you, Mr Thomson,' said Imelda. 'Says she has an appointment.'

Barney sat forward in his chair, having been, to be honest, almost asleep when the phone rang. Heating up high in his office, no meetings organised, he, at least, was wondering what he was doing there when he could be sitting at home trying to stop himself falling asleep. Head wandering through various conversations he could have with Daniella Monk; and some ideas already concocted and written out in preparation for the next group therapy session, masquerading as a promotional meeting. Barney was on top of things, so that the announcement of Harlequin Sweetlips was a bit of a jolt to the system. He was awake now. He hadn't learned the name of his brief encounter at the bar, but he knew this would be her.

'Aye,' he said, 'aye, sorry. I forgot to mention it. Send her up, Imelda.'

He hung up. Imelda pressed a button or two, curious as to what was going on.

'You can go up,' she said, barely able to look Sweetlips in the eye. 'Ninth floor, turn left out of the elevator.'

Sweetlips stood over the desk, enjoying the strength of her power, forcing Imelda to look up at her. Their eyes met, and Imelda felt herself undressed, felt naked and alive, felt like she wanted to have sex with Sweetlips there and then, on the floor of reception, in front of the Cambridge lad and the MI6 chap. She swallowed.

'Thanks,' said Sweetlips, and with that she turned and walked towards the elevator, and Imelda could not take her eyes off her until the doors had closed.

*** 

They stood at the window watching the Thames. Neither of them had yet spoken; they'd been standing there for over fifteen minutes. A safe couple of feet apart. Barney had known he'd feel uncomfortable with the desk between them, so had been standing at the window to await her arrival. She'd walked straight past Mary, hadn't knocked, and had entered and stood beside him without a word.

The river was hypnotic. Another dull day, nothing happening out there. It wasn't as if this part of the Thames ever saw too much action, but it didn't matter. All rivers are hypnotic, this as much as any other. They could stand there all day. Although Harlequin Sweetlips hadn't come here to look at the river. Wanted to see how much she could exert her control over Barney Thomson and, in fact, was a little pleased to see that she didn't have anything like the control she had over everyone else. Wondered if it was because of the strength of the man's character, or if it was because she had been forced to make the approach.

'You didn't go back to the bar,' said Sweetlips eventually, turning and looking at him at the same time, which surprised him.

'I did,' said Barney. 'Just not when you were there, obviously.'

'That seems believable,' she replied caustically. Eyes still on him, then, when it was apparent that he wasn't going to look at her, she looked back out on the river. Kicking herself for coming here. The man had the advantage; it was outrageous that she'd allowed herself to get into this position. He held her in thrall. Madness.

Look at me, you fuck! she screamed silently at him. Felt a rage growing inside her at his coolness, his taciturnity. His dumb-fucking control. Maybe he was just too stupid to get it? But she knew that wasn't it. Barney Thomson totally got her, every last ounce of her. She dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands and tried to control her wrath. No point in doing it here, no point in blowing all the beautiful cover she had so fabulously constructed over the previous few days; not to mention the weeks and months and years of planning.

'Dinner tonight?' she asked, hating herself for having to ask. Feeling degraded by the question. Why the Hell was she having to ask him?

Barney hesitated, and not for effect either. Dinner with Harlequin Sweetlips? The insanity of walking eyes open, head first into a date with evil. And what would he do if Daniella Monk turned up and asked him to dinner? Why pursue an interest in someone like Sweetlips, whatever that interest might be, when he had Monk waiting for him?

'What time?' he asked.

'Got a couple of things to do first,' said Sweetlips, and this time Barney did look at her. A few things to do. Jude Orwell, Anthony Waugh or John Wodehouse he wondered. Which one was for the chop tonight? Maybe Monk's men would put a stop to it before it happened, and he'd be left alone at the restaurant, while his date was taken into police custody.

She returned his gaze, felt a little unnerved. He knew. Not just what kind of woman she was, he knew what was on her agenda for the evening. John Wodehouse. In fact, Wodehouse had been on the agenda for the entire evening, with the potential of a little fun before the climax. However, there was no reason why he couldn't be polished off quickly, and she could go for the more interesting option of Barney Thomson.

But then, if he knew, why was he having dinner with her? She knew the firm had had their meeting a couple of nights earlier. She knew they'd all been warned. She knew why Wodehouse wasn't concerned, the stupid little cretin, but Barney Thomson, why hadn't he bought into the warning? Especially when he could see the danger right there in front of him?

Because he had his own agenda. Everyone has their own agenda.

'Call it eight-thirty. Poons, Leicester Square,' she said.

Barney studied her face then turned away. Surprisingly public, he thought, and immediately started to contemplate the thinking behind the venue.

Sweetlips took one last look at the austere features of the first man to capture her interest in twelve years, then she turned and walked slowly from the office. Knew he wouldn't turn and watch her go, didn't look back over her shoulder.

Poons at eight-thirty, with the blood of John Wodehouse on her hands and conscience, would be time enough to look at him. She had at least managed to put one over on him at the end, leaving him to contemplate the convoluted thinking about her choice of restaurant, when in fact it was only because she liked the duck.

Work that out you fuck, she thought as she closed the door behind her, then chided herself for getting too competitive.

Probably just because she likes the duck, Barney thought to himself, seeing a couple of ducks in the water, far below.

The door opened behind him. Closed his eyes. Knew it wouldn't be Sweetlips back again. Hoped it would be Monk, but she would have allowed herself to be announced. It had to be someone from the company, and someone senior at that, or they would have been polite enough to knock. Orwell or Waugh. Had already had his post-morning meeting chat with Orwell, must be Waugh.

'Thomson,' said Waugh, taking the position at the window vacated by Sweetlips. Barney was wondering if he shouldn't just get a breakfast bar built at the window, and he and all his visitors could sit there, looking out on London as they had a natter.

'Mr Waugh,' he said. 'A good showing at the meeting. Very solid.'

'That's what I wanted to talk to you about,' said Waugh.

'Go on,' said Barney. There's the rub with telling two different sides you're going to get into bed with them, then choosing to sit in a chair. They both bitch at you.

'We could have absolutely friggin' crushed the bugger, there and then. The meeting was turned against him, the river was flowing, it was all in our favour, and what did you do? You said nothing, then you made some dramatic little friggin' speech, then you walked out? Completely broke the spell. What the hell was that, Thomson? I didn't get you that job so you could sit on your stupid arse and not get involved.'

Stupid arse, eh? Maybe it had been the recent visitation of the virgin Sweetlips, but for the first time in as long as he could remember, Barney got annoyed. Fed up with all of these people. They could be as stupid as they liked, and he didn't have to care, but he didn't have to sit here and take their crap.

'You didn't get me the job,' said Barney, harshly, looking Waugh in the eye.

'What does that mean?'

'It means, Orwell had the same idea. He floated it to me months before you, he gave me a live audition with some of the other crew, then he and Bethlehem agreed that I should get the position. All before you thought of it. I owe you nothing. Not, however, that I consider I owe Orwell anything either.'

Waugh raged silently. Veins thumped in his head, teeth gritted.

'Why didn't you say?' he asked bitterly.

'Too busy laughing,' said Barney, dryly.

'Well,' he said, 'you did a friggin' awful job for someone who's supposed to be on his side.'

'I said I owe him nothing.'

Waugh growled, turned and walked quickly from the room. Stopped at the door and, however angry, realised that he hadn't actually got any sort of an answer from Barney.

'Whose side are you on?' he asked sharply of Barney's back.

Barney stared out at the grey, grey day. Time to leave this place, he thought, if it wasn't already too late.

'My own,' he said.

Felt Waugh's eyes carve holes in his back, then the door was opened and slammed shut. He sighed, shook his head. Another bridge burned, and he couldn't really have cared less. Which, in the case of a psychotic vindictive bastard such as Waugh, was possibly a mistake.

When The Rain Comes

––––––––
The two officers assigned to watch and guard John Wodehouse noticed the woman even before they realised that she was Wodehouse's intended date for the evening. Sitting alone in the window of the bar on Leicester Square, staring out at the raindrops pinging off the wet ground. She had a beautiful air of melancholy, a haunting sadness that would attract men even more than physical allure. Blonde hair in a neat bob, not much make-up, a little lipstick, very pale purple. Chin resting in the palm of her hand, and they both temporarily took their eyes off Wodehouse to watch her. Switched back onto him when he arrived at her table and kissed her on the cheek before sitting down. Would have kissed her lips, but she moved her face at the last second. Still, the lad Wodehouse was so pumped full of confidence at that moment that it did little to dent it. Wodehouse ordered a drink, and another whatever for the lady, and the two officers settled back to watch, assuming that if this melancholic lady was to be the murderer – and on first sight neither of them thought for a second that she was – she wasn't going to be doing anything in Leicester Square at this time of the evening.
Half an hour later Harlequin Sweetlips walked from the bar, pulling the collar of her coat up around her neck. The on-off drizzling rain of the day had given way to a torrential downpour, and it was into this that she dragged poor Wodehouse. The lad was none too impressed with having to subject his $3500 Armani jacket to this weather, but he was so suitably intoxicated by the glory of Sweetlips that he had no option but to trail out after her, to be led wherever she wanted to go. And her final words before rising from the table and leading him out into the storm – let's go up some alleyway and fuck in the rain – had been a bit of a rallying call.

Holding hands they trotted across Leicester Square and out onto Charing Cross Road. Pinky and Perky, the policemen on duty, growled at having to venture out into this weather, pulled their coats tight, and dashed out of the door on the trail of the endangered species.

'Where are we going?' asked Wodehouse innocently, laughing, beginning to enjoy the rain, dodging the tidal waves thrown up by the taxis, and the low umbrellas of the old women on the street.

'I know a place,' said Sweetlips. 'Come on.'

And she quickened her pace. Knew fine well that Little & Large were on their tail, and had no particular desire to get away from them. More than content for them to see the ritual that was about to take place; she could handle three of them at once. Wasn't as if she hadn't before.

'This is crazy!' yelled Wodehouse above the sound of a double-decker, and suddenly she veered off to her right onto Flitcroft Street, and they were away from the traffic, the sounds of their footfalls louder between the narrow walls. Past the music shops, round the corner, and she stopped, the church of St Giles-in-the-Field in front of them. Sweetlips collapsed in a doorway, out of breath after the exertions of running for a couple of minutes; Wodehouse rested beside her, his panting all the harder and more genuine. He put his right hand on her coat, breathing hard, laughing, smiling, having fun.

'Fuck's sake, Harley,' he said, 'you are outrageous.'

'You think?' she said, and the ease of just those two words belied the look of over-exertion.

'This is going to be so Nine And a Half Weeks,' said Wodehouse, and he leaned forward and kissed her, though his mouth and nostrils gaped.

She took it for a few seconds, then pulled back, laughing herself.

'More Psycho than Nine And A Half Weeks, Babe,' she said.

Wodehouse laughed.

'How d'you mean, Babe?' he asked.

Really, you'd think he'd have learned. Despite the warnings, despite his fellows being murdered by an inappropriate woman, despite what had happened in the previous week, none of it mattered one bit to John Wodehouse. He still didn't get it. He still thought he was above it all, still thought he was indestructible.

Sweetlips had thought she might actually do Wodehouse in a doorway in the pouring rain, but already she could hear the footsteps of Plod and Sod less than twenty yards away. A quick kill, it would all be over and done with, and if she still felt she needed sex, there was always Barney Thomson later on.

She produced the blade – a new one this time, just four inches of steel, but more than enough – and with a beautiful flowing movement lifted it and buried it in the centre of Wodehouse's head before he could even register surprise. So thick-skinned about his own invincibility that he didn't see it coming, even when he saw it coming. Stupid really, rather than thick-skinned.

She left the knife embedded for a second, then pulled it out with a marvellous sucking sound, like removing a rubber glove, and stepped forward as Wodehouse's body pitched to the side and his head smacked into the doorway. When Batman and Robin turned the corner at something between a trot and a sprint, she was poised and waiting, knife above her head.

They juddered to a halt, eyes wide, but with no weapons ready.

'Haaa-Waaaah!' she screamed, because she'd always wanted to do the martial arts movie thing.

'What?' said Robin, while Batman looked down at the stricken figure of John Wodehouse.

Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh. Like Zorro. Three swishes of the knife; one to take out Batman, a quickie between the two, and then one to take out Robin, while he was still standing unprepared for the attack, hypnotised by the very presence of Harlequin Sweetlips. Throats slit, they fell at her feet, like so many men before them. She stood poised for a few more seconds, knife still held aloft, genuinely breathing hard now with the sheer glory of the kill. Then slowly she lowered her arm and held the blade open to the rain to wash away the blood.

She turned quickly at a low noise behind. A guy with a beard, a bit dishevelled, but not an out and out jake. However, he was loitering in the area because he'd been indulging in an illegal substance or two. Not entirely clear-eyed, he looked down at the three bodies, blood running in rivers, then up into Sweetlips' face.

'Did you do that?' he asked, a curious question, given that she was standing with a knife in her hand, and he had actually seen her do it.

'Don't think so,' said Sweetlips. Even if he was clear-headed enough to go to the police, which she recognised he wasn't, the description he gave them was only going to be extant for another five minutes or so.

She let the knife fall from her fingers and clank to the ground, where it came to rest nestling in at Batman's armpit. Or aisselle, as the country was about to know it.

'Right,' he said.

'Good,' said Sweetlips, smiling. 'Glad we got that cleared up.'

She nodded and turned, and when she caught her last sight of him, he had already begun to lose interest. Back round the corner the way she'd come, and she was running through the rain, the laurels of satisfaction still transmitted to the world by the enormous smile on her face, and once more out onto a quiet and horribly wet Charing Cross Road.

Big Gesture Small Politics

––––––––
The phone buzzed, Orwell casually flicked a finger at a button, imagining he was in some TV show. Frequently lived his life as if he was under constant watch. Half-expected that Hell, if it existed, would actually involve having to sit in front of a large TV screen, watching your life in constant playback for all eternity. How stupid were we all going to feel doing that? So, when he remembered, he tried to look cool even when he was alone.
'Rose, come on,' he said. 'It's Saturday evening, I don't even know why you're here. Go home, leave me alone. No calls means no calls. I'm mega here, you know that.'

'You've got a visitor,' said Rose, taking no notice.

'Like, a visitor?' said Orwell, adding extra incredulity to his voice on top of that which he actually felt. 'You are so kidding me, Rose. I said no calls. What does that mean, Rose? It means I don't want any phone calls, and I don't want some moron calling round to the office trying to see me. No calls is no calls, Rose. Get with the programme.'

He clicked off. There was work to be done. Not actual work work, because this was Saturday evening. The work was the job of luring Taylor Bergerac to his bed, which was beginning to involve the most elaborate of stratagems.

He was currently working on a plan that would allow him to bring his penthouse apartment in New York into play, because women just absolutely fell for that the minute they knew it existed. His trump card; the chance to make love high above Manhattan, in a glass-roofed apartment. The city below, the stars above. Hoped he'd be able to toss it into the mix to impress her further, when they'd already become involved, but if it was needed now, then so be it. He just had to work out how best to establish the absolute jaw-dropping grandeur of the location.

The door opened. Rose stuck her head round.

'You have a visitor,' she said quietly, looking him in the eye.

He breathed out, a long slow breath.

'Rose,' he said calmly, voice rock steady. 'Seriously, darlin'. There is no one on the planet, no one, who I want to see in this office right now. If the Queen is out there, tell her to come back in the morning.'

'I'll send her in,' said Rose, and turning, left the door open.

'Jesus!' said Orwell. 'Jesus, Rose! What do I have to do?'

The door was pushed open a little further; the frustration and annoyance slid off Orwell's face. For all the grandiose planning and optimism that he'd been forcing down his own throat for the past couple of days, he hadn't even remotely expected Taylor Bergerac to turn up at his office. He'd talked a good game, sure enough, but the true litmus test of his confidence, his own inherent expectations, had been absolutely zero. Not for a second, while Rose had been forcing this visitor on him, had he thought that it wouldn't be work of some description.

Yet, here she was, Taylor Bergerac, in the flesh. A maroon gabardine over a starkly contrasting white blouse, slim legs going in the right direction. Orwell stood up, his heart suddenly galloping. Like everyone who ever did the lottery, not expecting in a million years to win it; the sudden realisation of a life-changing moment, and you don't know what to do with it, or yourself.

'Taylor,' he managed to say. 'Like, hi!'

'Mr Orwell,' said Bergerac, and she closed the door behind her and walked into the middle of his office. Even the Mr Orwell remark didn't dampen Orwell's magnificent moment, it registering nothing on the Obviously She Thinks You're An Idiot scale. He stood with his arms open, waiting in wondrous happiness, the smile which he was at least trying to control, galloping around his face, much in the way that his heart was gambolling around his chest.

'This is, like ... . yeah,' said Orwell. 'Totally, like, yeah. Can I get you anything? Gin & tonic maybe?'

'I'm only going to say this once,' said Bergerac.

'Sure,' said Orwell, still not grasping the essence of her tone. 'Like it. Totally to the point.'

She took another pace towards him. He smiled.

'Stop sending me all this stupid fucking crap. Stop the calls, stop the stupid fucking billboards with your pasty little head stuck on someone else's body. Stop the ridiculous singing morons turning up at the office and outside my house. Stop it all! Now! Enough. Last man on fucking earth, you know what I'm saying. Last man on earth! Leave me alone!'

Orwell was a bit taken aback, at the vehemence as much as the words.

'How d'you mean that?' he said rather stupidly.

'Leave me the fuck alone, Orwell,' said Bergerac.

'I meant, the last man on earth?'

'As in, I wouldn't touch you if you were it.'

'OK. Right.'

He stared gormlessly at her. While he hadn't actually been expecting her to turn up at his door at all, if he'd thought she'd bother to make the effort, it would at least have been with romantic intent, not to tell him to clear off. Bit of a crushing blow.

'Didn't you see that e-mail I sent you this morning?' he said, trying to instil some level of confidence into his voice.

'Which one?' she said dryly. Not that it mattered, as she hadn't read one word of any of them

'The one with the story about the time I met Uma Thurman in an elevator and I advised her to pull out of The Lord Of The Rings. It's completely relevant here. Totally.'

Bergerac stood, right foot forward, hands on hips, looking at Orwell in a kind of a Beverly Hills way. Not entirely sure what planet he was on, almost curious as to the relationship between his chance encounter with Uma Thurman – if it had ever actually taken place – and their current situation, but with no intention of ever asking, and generally just marvelling at the downright ballsy insanity of the man.

'What?' he said, and a smile came to his face, because he thought the mention of his great Uma story might have begun to do the trick.

'You defy my understanding of human life,' she said. 'Seriously.'

His smile broadened.

'That's cool, right?'

'Why didn't you just call me up and ask me out? You didn't even speak to me before you started this crap.'

He held his hands out, the smile now imprinted on his face.

'I'm a big gesture guy,' he said and started to laugh. Walked casually round from behind his desk, hands into his pockets and back out again. Still edgy, despite the confidence he was exuding.

'Well, at least we have something in common,' she said, and the tone had changed back to what it had been at the start. Time to lose the wonder at the man and get back to business.

'What d'you mean, Babe?' he said, leaning back against his desk, standing right in front of her. Folded his arms, then unfolded them again when he realised it was bad body language.

'I mean this,' she said, and she took another step towards him, so that she was more or less in his face. 'This stops now. Everything, every last fucking thing. It stops now. And if it doesn't, you will reap the benefit of one of my big gestures. And if you don't know what I mean by that, then you're even more of a fucking idiot than you look.'

Another second or two standing in his face to hammer home the point.

'Cool,' he said, because he couldn't think of anything else to say.

She turned and walked to the door.

'Big gesture?' he said.

She opened the door and turned back to face him.

'We've given the London 2012 account to Carter & Carter.'

Another pause and she was on her way. The door closed behind her. She had been playing her own game, had acted out every line. Having a bit of a laugh.

Orwell stared at the door for a few seconds, then walked forward into the space she had just vacated, trying to get the scent of her. Which he did. He breathed in. He closed his eyes, imagined she was still there.

'Getting closer,' he said quietly to himself, and he ran his hand through his hair.

Big gesture, he thought. Now that sounded like something he wanted to know more about.

Someone Else's Pain

––––––––
Barney Thomson and Harlequin Sweetlips were having an enjoyable evening. Relaxed, amiable, no pressure. Almost as if there'd been a silent agreement between them not to worry about any events currently taking place, not to concern themselves with anything that had gone on in the past. A couple like any other. As they sat at dinner, they could've been an advert pair, doing a spot for indigestion tablets or any women's product you care to mention. Have Your Period And Eat Five Spice Peking Duck At The Same Time, With The All-New Ultra-Slim Limited Edition Capacity All-Evening Panty Liner. It Makes Sense, Because So Do You.
And there seemed to be no pressure about what would come after. No sexual tension in the air, no unspoken intangible about murder. They chatted amiably about the advertising business and the people you met who worked in advertising and the ridiculous concepts they created. They laughed, they talked, Barney did not feel threatened. He only thought about Daniella Monk eighty or ninety times, which isn't so much in the space of three hours.

And when the jasmine tea was done and dusted, they nodded to one another, walked down the stairs and back out into a wet, bustling London evening.

*** 

Daniella Monk leaned against the railings of St Giles-in-the-Field and looked up at the spire, the falling rain illuminated by the church spotlights. Despite the presence of seventeen police officers, and most of the area being sealed off, there were still a couple of guys shooting up in the grounds of the church; comfortable in the knowledge that they were unlikely to be interrupted by CID investigating a triple murder, with two of their own dead.

Monk had finally been able to leave the office at a little after seven, and had been able to spend a rare half hour at home – most of which time she'd spent contemplating calling Barney Thomson and managing to stop herself – before the phone rang. It hadn't been Barney, as she'd hoped it would be, and she'd been summoned to the latest murder scene.

She had spent the entire afternoon trying to locate Margie Crane. A lot of enquiries made, but no progress whatsoever.

Footsteps behind her and she was able for a short time to take her mind off Barney Thomson. Didn't turn, waited for Frankenstein to come alongside.

'They were good lads,' he said, resting his arms on the top of the railing, looking directly at the two middle-aged junkies and that day's dose.

'Yeah,' she said, immediately feeling guilty that she'd hardly given DCs Jobe and Knights a second thought. Hadn't met either of them before. Wondered if Frankenstein had, for all his good lads remark.

'Jobe had a kid. Three months,' said Frankenstein.

Monk closed her eyes, swallowed. Saw the baby sleeping soundly, the mother looking over the edge of the cot, tears in her eyes, breaking up. Was the joy ever worth the potential pain of all the things that could go wrong? Started to think about children, a weird broodiness, became aware that her thoughts always turned back to herself. Everybody else's problems were digested into how she would deal with that situation. Was she any more selfish than anyone else? She always kept it inside; the rest of the world would consider her compassionate. Only she knew the truth. Maybe everyone was the same.

More introspection out of someone else's pain.

'Told me the other day that his missus is struggling. You know, post-natal. Christ, what's this going to do for her? What chance has the kid got?'

'All right,' said Monk, sharply. Didn't want to think about DC Jobe's family. What good would it be to them, her thinking about their pain?

'It's a pish world,' said Frankenstein.

'Yeah,' said Monk.

They stood in the rain, watching one of the junkies drop his needle and loll over on his side, into the wet grass.

'Goldbeck managed to get the Archbishop's fingerprint from the knife used to kill Hemingway,' said Frankenstein quietly. As if he didn't want to admit it, didn't want it to have happened.

Monk didn't reply. It could have been worse, she was thinking. It could have been the Prime Minister's fingerprints this time. Or the Queen's. Did they have the Queen's fingerprints on their database, she wondered.

'We'll need to speak to Strumpet again. Crap,' he added, his voice tailing away. 'Look, did you speak to any of these comedians?' he said, deciding he had to stop sounding so abject, indicating the guys in the churchyard.

'Any that we could find. Surprisingly, none of them had anything to report.'

'Useless wankers,' muttered Frankenstein. 'Fucking useless.'

'It's just life,' said Monk.

'Very deep,' said Frankenstein.

'What was Wodehouse doing coming up a street like this with a woman?' said Monk. 'He was looking to get laid. Well, he got what was bloody coming to him. I spoke to those people, I told them the score, I told them to be careful. They all think they're invincible.'

Frankenstein nodded.

'Maybe you're right, Danno. And there's a three-month-old kid left fatherless because of it.'

'All right with the three-month-old kid, Sir,' said Monk.

Another pause. Monk tried to put thoughts of real life out of her head. The everyday crime, that wasn't real. It was just a job. Babies being left without fathers, that was real, that was pain. She knew all about that.

'You manage to get anything on the Crane woman?' asked Frankenstein.

'Nope,' she said. 'Disappeared like white nuns into the snow.'

He gave her a sideways glance.

'What the fuck does that mean?'

'Just a story I heard once.'

There was a pause. She turned and looked at him.

'You know,' said Frankenstein, 'I think that guy might be dead.'

Monk looked at him quizzically, wondering who he was talking about, then clicked and followed his gaze to the comedian slumped in the grass.

'Nah,' she said.

'Yeah,' said Frankenstein. 'I can tell. He's dead. Still, if he's lucky, someone'll find him in the morning. Come on, let's get out of this rain, get back to the station, you can tell me about the Crane.'

'Yeah,' said Monk, and they turned and walked back towards the murder scene, past the tent which was covering the area, an area which had already received a good wash down from the Heavens, long before the police had ever arrived.

*** 

Jude Orwell stayed in the office until nearly midnight, beavering away. One of only two of the BF&C collective left on the potential and speculative list of victims, he had been given pause by the news of Wodehouse's death, and had blithely accepted that there were now two police officers sitting outside his office. However, he had been energised by his visit from Taylor Bergerac, the smell, the beauty, the allure of her. Even more entranced than he had been whilst in his earlier shock & awe stage. His obsession scaling new heights, he no longer seemed to care about Wodehouse or the company. Not until he had been able to completely scratch this itch, not until he had been able to find out about Bergerac's Big Gesture, something which had captivated his imagination. Able, in his deluded infatuation, to ignore the fact that she'd told him to fuck off, and to ignore her tone and everything else she'd said. She had, undoubtedly, looked at him with wonder for a few seconds, and that was the moment he continued to play in his head. That was the moment onto which he would cling.

He sat at his laptop, devising new ways to impress, new ways to get the message of Jude Orwell over to a sceptical audience. This was his finest hour, no doubt, and success would be his. The next day, when she had met the full barrage of his latest stun & respect tactics, he would indeed find out about the exact nature of the Big Gesture. And once he had that out of the way, and once he had his mind and his life back, then he could put this new genius, these new fantastic ideas he was developing, this new culture of supreme promotion into the company itself, and he could sort out Anthony Waugh and even the legendary Thomas Bethlehem himself.

'Big Gesture,' he mumbled into his shadow, 'you will be mine.'

And you know, he was right.

*** 

God sat at a bar, nursing His second vodka tonic of the evening. Didn't want to overdo it, because for all the all-powerful deity aspects of His character, vodka still didn't sit well with Him. Sure, He could drink pints of the stuff, it wasn't like He was ever going to fall over drunk or start grabbing women and telling them He loved them. It just gave Him a killer of a headache in the morning. Killer.

A man came and sat beside Him, empty beer in his hand. God had seen him sitting alone at a table all night, steadily working his way through a crate of Miller. Had known the bloke would come and talk to Him, what with Him being God and all. Knew all the guy's problems. Wife having left him for the vicar; children grown up and away from home; banned from the golf club for repeatedly doctoring his medal cards; prostate trouble as a result of years of stress working in advertising. An empty life. And now he had decided, after a long evening sitting on his own, to come and talk to the fellow at the bar. People were drawn to God.

'You're looking a bit down there, Pal,' said God, thinking He might as well get on with it. Had already concluded three pieces of business this evening and was on a roll. All right, it wasn't exactly going to turn the world upside down, but God was, by nature, a big picture guy. Knew you had to think strategically. These things took time, and He had the patience.

The bloke – a stout chap by the name of Edwin Burrows – snorted and banged his bottle on the bar to order another.

'Wife?' asked God. 'Work? Kids?'

Burrows turned and looked into the eyes of God and saw a lot there.

'You're a perceptive fellow,' he said.

'Yeah,' said God.

'All three,' said Burrows quickly. 'All pissing three.'

'You want a way out, Bud?' asked God.

The next Miller appeared on the bar and Burrows rolled a couple of coins the way of the barkeep.

'You American?' asked Burrows.

'Not exactly,' said God. 'Picked up the accent watching too many movies.'

'Ouch,' said Burrows, and God shook His head, wishing He wouldn't make these stupid jokes about Himself.

God took a long drink, started contemplating a third, decided quickly against. Had a busy morning ahead of Him, couldn't risk having a head with a plague of tortured synapses.

'Right, Bud,' he said abruptly, 'I'm outta here. Tired, got a busy day coming up. You want a way out or not?'

'Sure,' said Burrows, 'who wouldn't?'

'Plenty of people,' said God. 'Lots of folk like to achieve things and work their way through problems themselves, without going for an easy fix.'

'That is so last century,' said Burrows.

'Yeah, whatever. Last chance.'

'What are you offering?'

'Anything,' said God. 'Kill the vicar maybe, give your wife syphilis, make your kids call every day and visit every month, turn your business around so that you can buy the golf club, even throw in a scratch handicap. And no more prostate problems. What d'you say?'

Burrows was stunned. He'd always known he'd been a heart-on-his-sleeve type of a guy, but this was insane. He surely didn't have golf-cheat written on his forehead.

'How much?' was all he said.

'Eternity in Heaven,' said God.

'Heaven?' said Burrows. 'Are you an angel? Cary Grant in The Bishop's Wife, something like that?'

'Hey,' said God, smiling, 'that was a great movie, wasn't it? Had a hand in some of the screenplay myself, you know. Quality work.'

Burrows nodded, took some beer, thinking it might help with understanding to whom he was talking.

'I'm no angel,' said God. 'I'm the line manager. So, what's it to be? Heaven or not?'

'Eh, yeah,' said Burrows. 'Seems sensible.'

'There's no rock music,' said God.

'Ella?'

'Sure, Bud.'

'All right. Can you give the wife HIV instead of syphilis?'

God shook His head. 'Sorry, fella, Satan's got the copyright on that one. All his work, can't help you out there. I could do something more classically painful and disfiguring. Leprosy, something like that.'

'Oh, I don't know,' said Burrows. 'Any generic STD should do the trick.'

'Cool,' said God. Burrows held out his hand, and they shook on it.

'I am outta here,' said God, and He downed the last of His vodka and headed for the streets. Burrows watched Him go, enjoying a tremendous feeling of well-being, a feeling which had, however, worn off by the time the following morning dawned, spinning and hungover. Nevertheless, by the end of that day, one of his children had visited, the other two had called, he had seven new clients, his wife had a bit of an itch, he'd gone round Wentworth in 71 with a lovely eagle at the last, and the vicar had died in a car accident.

The Elusive No Romance, No Hurt

––––––––
One-fifteen in the morning and Monk finally got to walk away from the station, everything done for the early hours that could be. Head buzzing but extremely tired. Didn't want to go home. Five murders, all stabbings, seemingly by the same hand. They had a serial killer in town, and it was her job – amongst others – to catch her. With every murder the pressure would grow, and at every level of the department. Work was going to become intolerable until they caught this woman.
She needed company. She wanted to talk it over with someone, sit up until early morning discussing the case. At least it would help her take her mind off her latest love interest. Only, it was her latest love interest with whom she wanted to sit up late into the night talking.

Got into her car, turned on the ignition, stared straight ahead. Barney Thomson. At this time of night, only fifteen minutes from where she was. Likely to be alone. Would he be alone? He had loner written all over him. He might have women on occasion, but not late into the night. That's what she thought.

She pulled out of the station car park and headed north.

*** 

Seventeen minutes later she pulled the car up outside the apartment building, checked the address on the piece of paper and turned off the engine. Sat for a short time, composing herself, thinking about what she was doing. How stupid was she going to feel if he wasn't alone? Or worse, if he said that he was tired and didn't let her in at all? Nothing more humbling than leaving yourself open to rejection. She took a deep breath, concentrated on the signals she'd been getting from him, which she knew to be right, and got out of the car. Walked up a short path, stood at the entrance beside the short row of buzzers. Barney Thomson, the name written in pen, third down. She hesitated again.

Heard a noise inside, as an inner door swung open. A woman's footsteps on tile, and then the outer door opened and suddenly Detective Sergeant Daniella Monk was two feet away from Harlequin Sweetlips, the murderer they had been seeking for the past few days.

Sweetlips looked at her. Monk recognised something in her eyes, but nothing tangible, nothing she could formulate into words. A photograph maybe. Seen the face before. She paused. There was something there, but neither of them recognised what it was. Suddenly Monk realised that Sweetlips was holding the door open, and she stepped forward to pass her.

'Thanks,' she said.

Sweetlips nodded. They finally dragged their eyes from one another, and then Sweetlips was gone and Monk walked into the building. Walked slowly, trying to identify why she'd just had the most enormous shiver convulse her body, and why she still had a feeling of great unease. Looked over her shoulder through the glass doors, but Sweetlips had vanished, and the night was cold and damp and menacing. Monk turned and walked quickly up the stairs.

Found Barney's door, another pause, final chance to walk away and not make an idiot of herself. Checked her watch. 1:37.

She rang the bell and it was only then that it occurred to her that the woman she'd met at the entrance might have been leaving Barney's apartment. Hot under the collar. Contemplated turning and walking quickly down the stairs. Get out the building before he answered. But then, if he came after her and saw who it was, how stupid was she going to come across? She had to stay.

The door opened. Barney Thomson in boxer shorts and a T-shirt, expecting Harlequin Sweetlips. His face showed it too and she knew he hadn't been asleep.

'Hello,' said Barney. 'This is, em, a bit weird.'

Monk looked down the stairs, turned back to him.

'Sorry, had she just left here?'

Barney didn't really know what to say to that, so he completely avoided the question, in true politician's style, although as with politicians, the answer was obvious from the evasion.

'Come in,' he said.

'It's all right,' said Monk. 'I shouldn't have come round. I'll see you tomorrow.'

'Come on,' said Barney, pulling the door wide open. 'Come in. You look dreadful.'

She choked on a laugh.

'Thanks,' she said, and walked past him into his apartment.

Barney looked down the corridor, almost expecting Sweetlips to be waiting there, then closed the door and followed Monk into the lounge. Sparsely decorated, no pictures, small TV, open-plan kitchen.

'You don't look like you're staying,' said Monk, standing in the middle of the room.

'Coffee or alcohol?' asked Barney.

'Coffee please,' she said.

'Probably won't,' said Barney, going about the business of coffee.

She nodded, looked around for a chair, slumped down. Not feeling as stupid as she thought she might the first time it had occurred to her that she was arriving as his previous visitor left. It had almost taken the pressure off. She'd been seeing Barney as a potential love interest, and in an instant, a snap of the vicious fingers of romance, that was gone. Too exhausted to feel anything about it.

'What's up?' he asked.

She rested her head back on the seat and suddenly felt all the tiredness come rushing back through her body. Maybe she did want to sleep after all. Could feel all her muscles relax, her whole body sink into the chair, felt the arms of the chair wrap around her and enclose her and make her feel safe and warm.

'John Wodehouse,' she said, the voice already heavy.

'Ah,' said Barney. So much for the police escort. Hoped they wouldn't put one of them onto him.

'His bodyguards were killed as well. One of them had a three-month-old baby,' she added, voice becoming a mumble. 'What's that going to be like for the mother? Horrible.'

The voice trailed off. Her head had turned to the side. Asleep.

'Monk?' said Barney.

He walked round the kitchen bar and stood beside her. Looked down at her pale, tired face. Checked the clock. Would they expect her back into work on a Sunday? Five murders to solve, of course they would, and pretty early. Should set his alarm for her.

He walked into the bedroom to fetch a blanket, returned and laid it gently across her. He had just spent five hours with Harlequin Sweetlips and all thoughts of her were gone. He sat down beside Monk and stared at her face, imagining the kiss of her lips. And eventually he let his hand drift to her head so that he could run his fingers through her hair, and he sat like that for a long, long time.

*** 

And all the time he sat beside Daniella Monk, running his fingers through her hair, Harlequin Sweetlips stood across the road, looking up at the window. The curtains were drawn, and from down there she would not have been able to see in any case, but she stood and watched. Feeling rejected, feeling usurped, and feeling that maybe it was about time that something was done about Barney Thomson.

The Lonesome Death of Barney Thomson

––––––––
Barney let Monk sleep long into the morning. Even dug out her cell phone and switched it off. Changed the clocks in the sitting room and also her watch, so that when she awoke she didn't dash up and fly around in a mad panic.
She woke at a little after midday to find Barney sitting looking at her. Cloudy day outside, no way to tell that the sun was high in the sky. Checked her watch, looked curiously at Barney, shook her head to clear the fug.

'It's before eight?' she asked.

'Aye,' said Barney. Had spent the laziest of lazy Sunday mornings sitting beside her, reading the Observer, finding it hard to look at the paper.

'Feel like I've been asleep for days,' she said. 'I should get going.'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Have a shower first. I've laid out a towel and a clean shirt.'

Gave him a look, felt some of the feelings she suddenly remembered extinguishing just before falling asleep.

'Thanks.'

'No problem. Go, get on with it. You'll be late for work.'

She nodded, stood up, stretched and walked from the sitting room.

*** 

'Feels later than eight-twenty,' she said, as they walked down the stairs, she to head into the station, Barney to go into the centre of town. Walk in a park, do whatever, didn't want to sit around his flat all day.

'It is,' said Barney.

'Go on.'

He got to the bottom, held the inner door open for her, then the outer. Once outside, she felt the plain early-afternoon-ness of the day.

'Jesus, Barney,' she said, 'what time are we talking here?'

'Twenty past twelve.'

'What? God, Barney, you're kidding me?'

'You needed the sleep,' he said, not in the least defensively.

'What time is it? Really?' she asked, looking at her watch again. Started digging out her phone.

'It's twelve-twenty,' said Barney. 'I know you're going to get your arse kicked, but you're exhausted. You're not going to be able to work anything out when you've not slept enough.'

Arrived at the car, saw the time on her phone, checked for messages, found the most recent of seven, all of which were from the station. Whr fck ru?

'God, Barney, you're not my mother. Jesus. We're in the middle of the biggest investigation in London in years.'

'It's fine,' said Barney, exuding the air of a Jedi master. No way for him to know it was going to be fine. In fact, it pretty definitely wasn't going to be fine, but with events about to take the turn that they were, she was more or less going to be excused being five hours late for the office.

'Fuck,' she said. Didn't have the words for the level of exasperation she was feeling. 'I'm dead.'

'It's cool,' said Barney. 'Could you give me a lift?'

She did a bit of a girlie squeal thing, about which she immediately felt embarrassed, then opened up and got into the car. Started up, barely giving Barney time to get in, squealed the tyres, drove off.

'I don't believe this,' she said. 'You switched my mobile off?'

'Aye.'

'And what have you done all morning?' she asked.

'Went through your bag, sat and watched you like some deranged serial killer. Nothing much, but I had fun.'

She tried to stop herself smiling at him, turned a corner too fast, tyres screeched again, nearly hit an oncoming white van.

'Monk, you're late,' said Barney. 'Accept it, don't die.'

Still felt like she was sitting next to her mother, but was aware of her foot lifting a fraction from the accelerator. Able to stop at the next junction without a scream of brakes. Tapped her fingers on the steering wheel waiting for an old geezer to crawl out into the traffic.

'Who was she?' asked Monk, thinking she might as well get that particular part of the evening out into the open.

Barney pursed his lips. Monk was the real thing; don't start with a lie.

'Picked her up in a bar the other night. Maybe she picked me up, hard to tell. Went out to dinner last night. Poons.'

'Oh, yeah, what did you have?' asked Monk, trying to be normal. She liked Poons, hadn't been there in a couple of years. Not since she'd split with Maurice. God, there'd been a guy. Well, a Muppet, more than a guy.

'We both had duck,' said Barney. 'Not the same dish.' Mundane chat, a necessary rehabilitator. Still, had to get on with the facts. 'Anyway, back to my place for coffee, she left. Bit awkward at the end. I don't really get women sometimes. We weren't looking for the same thing.'

'Who is she?' asked Monk, getting out onto the main road on the back of the old geezer, and receiving a hefty honk from a BMW. Wanted to ask about sex, didn't feel able to yet.

Barney thought about Sweetlips. What did he actually know, and what did he want to tell Monk?

'To be honest, I'm not really sure.'

She looked at him, too long really, what with her driving a car in heavy traffic. Could've been Cary Grant in a '50s Hitchcock drama, until Barney gave a little nod with his eyebrows, and she turned back just in time to veer around a stationary yellow Daf 7T lorry.

'Crap,' she said, as she moved into the outside lane and automatically slowed a little further.

'You mess with my head,' she muttered. 'Just don't talk to me until you tell me where you want dropped off.'

Barney smiled, rested his head back on the seat. Closed his eyes. He was tired. Had been awake all night. A preposterous night. A few hours with Harlequin Sweetlips and a few hours with Daniella Monk. A bizarre night for him to have. Barney Thomson and two women. Amused him, made him uncomfortable at the same time. Maybe he needed to escape from this just as much as he needed to escape from the insane firm of marketing consultants.

His eyes shot open. Had he been asleep?

He looked at Monk, who was staring straight ahead, expressionless. He stared along the road, suddenly aware that there was something wrong, his sixth sense rocketing from nought to sixty.

He looked over his shoulder, the hairs starting to rise on the back of his neck. Monk picked up on his agitation, took a quick glance at him.

'What?' she said.

'Don't know,' he said. 'There's something.'

He looked through the trees in the park to their left, turned and glanced up at the windows of the houses across from the park.

'What? Come on, Barney, you're freaking me out.'

The moped appeared beside them, overtaking on the outside. They both turned at the same time.

The rider was a slender figure dressed in black leather, with an old-fashioned helmet and dark goggles. Long brown hair flowed beautifully from beneath the helmet. The head turned towards them. Barney and Monk were transfixed. Beneath the goggles the lips, the full red lips, sweet and gorgeous, parted in a wide smile.

'Is that her?' said Monk. Knew it was. Feelings scattered between loathing and anger, disdain and fear. Not fear, terror.

The black helmet nodded curtly in brief acknowledgment of them. They couldn't see the eyes, yet they transfixed them. Dark pools, invisible behind the goggles, yet they stared crazily into their depths.

The rider lifted her right hand from the bars and pointed forwards. Monk looked round.

Monk's car, travelling at forty-three miles per hour, smacked into the back of a stationary Volvo.

The car crumpled. Barney Thomson and Detective Sergeant Daniella Monk went from forty-three miles per hour to stationary in a fraction of a second.

The wreckage sprayed into the air in a tumult of noise, crashing metal, air bags and wrecked body parts.

Body parts. Car and human.

The small moped with the rider in black, accelerated along the road, evading the flying wreckage, turned a corner and was lost to the early London afternoon.

*** 

Orwell looked down on the Thames from his position on the tenth floor. Back in work, nowhere else to go. Wondering about Bethlehem for a rare few minutes, rather than Taylor Bergerac. Had received a text message that morning, as long-winded as Bethlehem's usually were. The man had studied English at Cambridge, and you knew from his texting that he couldn't bring himself to write abbreviated or bad prose.

I will be returning tomorrow late afternoon. Assemble whoever is left for a five-thirty, although just the main players, not the pond life. Recruited new Head Of Other Contracts; do not, repeat do not fill that position yourself. Alert Waugh. She will be coming with me. Lay out the red carpet. Bethlehem.

Orwell lifted his phone and read the message for the eighth time. How long must it have taken the man to write that? For someone so switched on, he had so many bizarre little foibles and eccentricities. Maybe they were all like that.

He turned away from the river and sat down once more at his desk. The laptop had switched to the screensaver he'd had made up of Taylor Bergerac's face, bouncing around from side to side. He'd spent the morning firing off another barrage of exceptionally cool material, guaranteed to get her back over here and guaranteed to get her to reveal this big gesture she had talked about. It had taken a lot to get his mind off it, but the message from Bethlehem had been enough.

Bethlehem had had nothing to do with recruitment in all Orwell's time there, yet here he was out of the blue, recruiting into the marketing positions. Must have known that everyone else was scheming in his absence, so he was defending his corner. At least Waugh wouldn't be able to get his hands on the position of Head of Other Contracts, as he might have done. Better that the power lay with the devil he knew, the one he'd been preparing to deal with.

But a woman, what was he thinking? There'd never been a place for women in this company, not since Margie Crane. And the red carpet?

Had a sudden moment of realisation, that the time spent on Taylor Bergerac should really have been spent on strengthening his position in the company in the last few days. A lot of Bethlehem's men were gone, it would've been the perfect opportunity to manoeuvre his own troops into good positions. But he'd been preoccupied, and now he was battling Waugh as much as Bethlehem.

Orwell looked at Taylor Bergerac's beautiful head pinging around the monitor, and the moment of realisation was gone. When she was his, and all his efforts had paid off, he would then have the confidence and power to attack the company from all sides.

Still looking at her face, he folded his arms, slouched down into his seat and rested his chin on his chest.

*** 

There was the stillness of the battlefield after the last shell has been sent down, after the last bullet has been fired. After the last soldier has died. The hubcaps had stopped rolling, the glass had stopped tinkling to the ground, the noise of bending, catastrophically collapsed metal had ceased.

Steam rose silently from in amongst the morass of the two cars into the chill winter's afternoon. The Volvo had been parked, unoccupied. Of the two occupants of the Peugeot, one of them had been saved by the airbag, although bruised and hurt and traumatised. The other had not been so fortunate, if to survive would have been any kind of fortune. Head on chest, blood running from the mouth, the body limp and smashed and broken, tangled up and mangled in an horrendously peculiar position.

A bloody and horrible death.

The Devil's Work

––––––––
'What the fuck's it all about? That's the fucking question.'
Monk stared blankly at the end of the bed, as she had been doing for most of the last thirty minutes. There weren't many parts of her body which she could move.

DCI Frankenstein was very exercised about the fact that there had been an attempt made on her life, because that was how he saw this. Black and white. The woman who had been killing members of the BF&C clan, had come after one of the investigating officers. Logically she might well have been going after the barber turned executive at the company, but in the change of modus operandi, Frankenstein detected a change in strategy. The killer, or whoever was behind the killer, was coming after the investigating officer.

Monk wasn't so sure and was solely exercised by the fact that Barney Thomson, the man she thought that she would love, was dead.

She had already made her mind up on the matter of where the threat might have come from, but was too confused to have any real idea what it meant. Had not voiced her thoughts to Frankenstein, but she had barely spoken to him since he had arrived. Disinclined to begin with, his opening words of, 'Your friend's head was squashed like a cabbage,' had not encouraged her to get involved in the conversation.

'Don't know,' she mumbled.

She had been driving the car. She was the one who had been distracted. Barney Thomson had died because she had caused the car to crash. The face behind the mask, the mask of goggles and lipstick, what had that meant? A distraction. A fatal distraction. But there was no point in blaming her. She had not made Monk look away from the road. She had not forced Monk to be so inattentive.

Daniella Monk was not part of the new millennium's blame culture. She did not believe that everything could be pinned on someone else. She did not believe that she had been held by pure force of evil to keep her eyes off the road. She was at fault and Barney Thomson was dead because of her.

Frankenstein burbled on, unaware.

'Jesus, they'll go after anyone these days. And in our line of work, there're so many bastards out to get us, when it does happen, it's impossible to tell who's responsible.'

Monk nodded. Not that impossible, not if you had seen the look on the face of that woman, the eyes behind the goggles. The woman who held the door open for her the night before as she entered the building at Barney's house. The face that had smiled at her from the black moped.

'Satan,' she said, voice dead. Still staring blankly ahead.

'What?' said Frankenstein.

At least she'd escaped censure for being missing in action all morning. Like Gascoigne in the '91 Cup Final, escaped with indiscretion because of injury.

'Satan,' she repeated.

'What?' said Frankenstein again. He had heard her. He wanted his voice to convey scorn, and maybe it had, because she wouldn't know what he was thinking. But he was thinking of a series of murders in the town of Millport. He was thinking of how it had seemed impossible that the man they arrested for those crimes could actually have carried them out. Not without help, or not without being possessed. And he was thinking, as he had every single day for the previous two years, of how that man had been killed, along with two police officers in his holding cell. No one else had entered the cell. They'd had no specific means by which to commit murder or suicide, the CCTV cameras had shown nothing, and yet there had been one unmistakeable fact. They were dead, someone or something had killed them, and he'd had no idea how it had happened.

'That's crazy, freaky talk,' said Frankenstein, when she answered him with a stare.

She didn't say anything. Under the white covers, surrounded by the quiet smell of antiseptic and death, time to think, head doing strange contortions because of what had happened, through tiredness or as a result of whatever drugs they would automatically have started pumping into her body the minute she'd been admitted, it all seemed reasonable. Not only reasonable; obvious. There had to be some explanation for all that was shit in the world, and just for the moment she didn't want to believe that it was all the fault of mankind.

A higher force of true evil.

'What drugs have they got you on?' asked Frankenstein. 'I'm having a word with the doctors, 'cause I need you thinking straighter that this.'

'I am thinking straight!' she protested, and she raised herself up in the bed. Shoulders back, shuffled her buttocks up, felt the pain of the movement in her legs. Took the blanket away from her chin. 'I saw her eyes, I saw the face. I know who we're looking for.'

Frankenstein snorted out a knowing laugh.

'Satan's a woman,' he said. 'Should've known. Did you get her phone number?'

'No,' answered Monk, ignoring the faked derision, 'but I've seen her. I can do the photofit. Start asking more questions at the company.'

Frankenstein took a deep breath and stepped away from the bed, back to the wall, still staring at her. If he could have acknowledged it in himself, he would have recognised the strange feeling in his gut as fear.

'You know it,' she said.

'What?'

'I can see it in your face. The ridicule, the disbelief, it's feigned. It's something to do with Barney Thomson and what went on before between you. Tell me.'

Frankenstein shook his head.

'Nothing to tell,' he said. 'Seriously, nothing to tell.'

'We're dealing with Satan here,' she said forcefully. 'I don't know how I know this. I don't know why he's manifesting himself as this woman, but this is what's happening. It's the work of the Devil!'

'Monk,' he said forcefully, 'I'm getting you out of here, because if one of these comedians in a white coat hears you talking like that, they'll be lobotomising you by the end of the afternoon. Get dressed.'

'Fine,' said Monk. 'I will.'

'Good,' said Frankenstein. 'Get into your clobber and let's go.'

Groaning under the strain, she pushed the covers back. Frankenstein quickly looked away in case he was going to get a sight of more than he was asking for.

'I'll get out of here,' she said, 'then I'll get onto it and I'll get you proof. And I don't want any protection ... '

And with those words, she swung her legs out of the bed, tried to stand up and collapsed into a great heap on the floor, bringing down a table of flowers with her. The nurse rushed in to find her lying on the ground, cursing, and Frankenstein standing over her looking lost and stupid and out of place.

The Barber Surgeon Takes His Final Victim

––––––––
Orwell walked into reception, fingers buzzing, head buzzing along with them. Still nothing from the ephemeral Taylor Bergerac. Late Sunday afternoon, walking the corridors of a deserted building, trying not to feel like the lonely captain on a sinking ship. (Or at least, a lonely captain with his two bodyguards always nearby.) Worried about what Bethlehem was up to, wondering what Waugh had been doing with himself all day, unable to get in touch with his new able lieutenant, Barney Thomson.
He stopped short, surprised to find himself not alone. Imelda Marcos was beavering away at her PC, fingers tripping lightly around the keyboard. Orwell watched her for a few seconds, waiting for her to stop and look up, but she was immersed. Or ignoring him.

'What do you do, 'Melda?' he asked. 'We have millions of PA's and typists in this damn building. What is it that you type?'

She raised her head slightly, stopped typing and gave him the eye.

'Are you saying I'm just a receptionist?' she said, with tone.

Whoops, thought Orwell, a lousy attempt at casual conversation.

'You heard from Barney Thomson today?' he asked, moving on.

She left the eye on him for another few seconds, then turned away.

'It's Sunday,' she said in reply.

'All right, of course,' said Orwell. 'Cool. And, you know, has there been anything from Ms Bergerac of the Waferthin.com company? Any word, a message or anything?'

Imelda kept typing. At first she thought she'd just make him wait for a few seconds, tease him a bit, but then decided to spin that out into completely ignoring him altogether. Orwell watched her, curious.

''Melda?' he had to say eventually.

She looked up, eyebrows raised, pretending she hadn't heard him the first time. God, she thought, men are so pathetic. Nice bit of skirt hoves into view, and they make a complete idiot of themselves. Living not too far from Taylor Bergerac, as she did, she had seen Orwell's absurd poster campaign, knew entirely what it was all about.

'Yes?' she asked.

'Em,' said Orwell at the look, beginning to wonder if Imelda Marcos had twigged what was going on with him and Taylor Bergerac – when of course, it wasn't just Imelda who'd worked it out, the entire company knew what a complete idiot he was making of himself – and might be toying with him. 'Waferthin.com, the panty liner company. Any messages?'

Imelda held him with a stare for a few seconds, sighed heavily, looked at her computer as if checking some obscure Messages From Waferthin.com database, said, 'Oh yes,' and looked up. Waited for a few seconds to enjoy the look of excited anticipation that had suddenly sprung to Orwell's face, then looked back at the PC and shook her head.

'Sorry,' she said, 'my mistake. That's just their original message from a few days ago.'

Looked up, laughed inside at the forlorn hangdog expression, said, 'Sorry,' again very sincerely, and looked at the security monitor as the outside buzzer was sounded.

'Ah,' she said, with a mixture of hostility and anticipation, 'it's one of the police officers. Maybe someone else has died.'

Orwell's shoulders slumped. He turned, started to walk back to the lift, stopped, turned back. Maybe it was the female sergeant. She'd been all right, if not exactly on Bergerac's plane.

'Which one?' he asked.

'The female sergeant,' said Imelda, doing that laughing inside thing again.

'I'll wait,' said Orwell, and he put his hands in his pockets and immediately went into gormless bloke who doesn't know what to do with himself mode, which he was still doing ten seconds later when DCI Frankenstein bumbled into reception. Orwell stared at him, then at Imelda.

'Imelda?' he said, and she shrugged a sincere apology.

'Frankenstein,' said Frankenstein. 'You're the comedian in charge?' he asked.

Well, there's a question, thought Imelda, as did Orwell.

'Yes,' he said, authoritatively.

'Another one of your crowd gone. Barney Thomson. Can't work out from my sergeant whether he was still the barber. She said something about him being promoted. Whatever, died in a car accident. Nearly got my sergeant as well.'

Orwell nodded. Shoulders straightened, not quite so gormless looking. Head spinning with information overload. From instant deflation and worry about Barney's death, that this thing might be aimed at him as much as Bethlehem, to relief that Barney had been killed in a traffic accident and not by a murderer's knife.

'That's all right then,' he said, with a child's tact.

'Why?' said Frankenstein, missing the boat.

'Well, obviously, it's horrible,' said Orwell, recovering nicely, so he thought, 'but you know, at least he didn't get, you know, a knife in the old napperooni.'

'A knife in the old napperooni?' said Frankenstein. 'Who the fuck is this guy?' he asked, looking at Imelda, who shrugged. 'A knife in the old napperooni? The guy was crushed in a car accident, after being stalked by a motorcyclist. It was as good as murder. My sergeant could have been killed. Thomson's head exploded. A knife in the old napperooni?'

Orwell swallowed, nodded. Time to retreat into his natural reserve. This wasn't going so well. And if Barney was murdered, then back to thinking about what it all meant for the company.

'Shit,' he said, because he had no other words.

'Glad you're showing some fucking remorse,' said Frankenstein. 'Right, you and me are going upstairs, and we're going to try to get somewhere on this. I'm fed up fucking around every day with you people while you get picked off one by one. I want to know what the fuck is going on.'

'Of course,' said Orwell. 'Sure. Come to my office.'

'Right,' said Frankenstein, and he walked to the lift, Orwell in his wake, neither of them looking at Imelda and the sly wee grin she had on her face.

*** 

The body of Barney Thomson lay in the morgue at St Thomas' Hospital on the south bank. His had been a mostly mundane life, followed by a bizarre few years, with enough adventures to send anyone to their grave happy; or at least, thinking that they'd lived a life of their own, rather than vicariously through the lives of those they watched on TV.

Under a sheet, his final resting place, the hands that had once carved the most exquisite haircuts ever seen in the British Isles, now broken and twisted, lying motionless at his side. A tranquil end, to wait until the body was given a perfunctory service with no one in attendance, before being dispatched to the Big Fire. Once more, Barney Thomson was gone, and this time there would be no coming back.

*** 

Frankenstein looked down at the Thames, his back turned to Orwell, as so many who stood in these offices felt compelled to do. He'd heard everything he was likely to hear. It wasn't nearly as much as Orwell would have been able to tell him had he wanted, but Frankenstein wasn't in a position to arrest the man or beat him up, as he was disposed to do.

Maybe, he was thinking, they should just stand back and let all these stupid arseholes die. Virtually each and every one of them had walked into it with their eyes open. And if they were going to be as unhelpful as every single one of them had been under questioning, then did they deserve to receive any help? Let 'em bleed.

'It's the same as the NHS being forced to look after people with self-inflicted illness,' mumbled Frankenstein. 'Fuck 'em all.'

'What?' said Orwell, dragged from his own Bergerac-inspired introspection.

'Doesn't matter,' said Frankenstein.

He turned his back to the river, looked at Orwell. Perhaps he was next. The two officers sitting outside his office might get it with him. Docherty and Clemens. Decent lads, he said to himself, though he hadn't met either of them before; deserved better than to be wasting their time, and putting their lives on the line for some mug like this.

'So Bethlehem's back tomorrow late afternoon?' said Frankenstein.

'Yeah,' replied Orwell. And he's bringing a bird, he thought, whatever that's all about. Not that he was mentioning that to Frankenstein, just the same as he wasn't saying anything about Margie Crane.

'Brilliant,' said Frankenstein. 'I'll be back tomorrow evening, if not sooner, assuming that at least one of you wankers will get wasted in the interim.'

'What?' said Orwell, paying attention. 'Are you allowed to call us wankers?'

Frankenstein shrugged and headed for the door.

'Until you stop getting yourselves killed and you start telling us the truth about what's going on with this poxy little company, as far as I'm concerned, you're all wankers.'

He opened the door, stopped, looked back.

'And if that use of language bothers you, you can make a complaint to my superior officer if you want. He's a wanker 'n' all. You'd like him.'

Frankenstein was gone. Orwell caught a glimpse of the two officers sitting outside, reading magazines, charged with protecting his life. They looked bored. Had a ridiculous surge of annoyance at them – the bastards are supposed to be protecting me and they're reading magazines – totally at odds with the fact that he hadn't wanted them assigned in the first place.

The door closed. Orwell stared at it for a few seconds, then lifted the phone and dialled the woman he thought was Margie Crane.

*** 

The mortuary attendant was doing his evening rounds; checking everyone was still dead. They do that. Just in case. Checked the fellow before Barney – middle-aged heart attack victim, unexceptional – let the shroud back down over the face. Then Barney, and he hesitated, because he knew what this one was going to look like. Hand to the shroud, another pause, then he slowly lifted the sheet away from the face.

Swallowed, breathed heavily. For all his hard-as-rock, nothing-bothers-me macho thing that he had going on, sometimes he still had to choke back the vomit; and this was one of those times.

The head of Barney Thomson was a mangled, horrifically pulped mess.

'God,' said Toby Shellfish, and he let the sheet drop back. Then, suddenly realising that on this occasion he wasn't actually going to be able to hold back the vomit, he ran hurriedly out of the room, aiming for the toilet. Unfortunately he was too slow, and suddenly his evening hamburger, as well as the hamburger and fries he'd had for lunch, came shooting up his throat and exploded out in front of him, carpeting the antiseptic corridor in vomit. Still running, he then slipped on the vomit, fell massively to the side, a tangle of arms and legs, completely unable to stop his head smashing into an old iron radiator attached to the wall. He made contact with a loud crack – didn't do the same kind of impressive damage to his head that Barney had had done to him, but it was enough – his skull cracked and his body tumbled hugely onto the floor. Then there was silence.

And there he lay, waiting for the replacement shift at two o'clock in the morning, or another cadaver, whichever came first, in amongst his own vomit. Not actually dead from the blow to the head; death came more slowly, choking on his own sick, as more came up from his stomach, and he breathed it all back in. A sad end.

And so, the insane career and life of Barney Thomson had taken its final victim.

Buy One, Get One Free

––––––––
Anthony Waugh and the once legendary Marcus Blade were sitting in the St. James's Club in Park Place, enjoying a late night snifter. Cigars and cognac all round. Two elderly men in their smoking jackets, except they were both in their forties, and playing the game of the upper middle class stereotype. Blade felt like he was back, a good first couple of days in the office under his belt. Some solid work done on a new line in limited edition table polish – For That Once In A Millennium Shine – and a good introductory meeting with the equally once legendary George Michael, about re-inventing his image. (Blade had told him that it was obvious he was trying too hard, and that it was time he stopped writing all that rubbish about sex and politics, and stopped screaming louder and louder to get people to notice him. Michael had agreed whole-heartedly, and said that he would put it all into practice for his forthcoming album Fuck Me Up The Arse With Your Cock.)
It was going well, and Blade felt like he was back in town. Two days and no signs of the stresses that had driven him away, that had caused the breakdown. And already, after this short period of time, he was beginning to notice the change in attitude of those around him; from I thought he was dead and That's the old loser who can't cut it anymore, to This guy is Premiership and I could eat his trousers.

Waugh was also pretty full of his own spunk, seeing as he'd been the man with the foresight to bring Blade in from the cold. Sensible enough to realise that in the marketing business Blade was a hundred times better than Waugh himself, but in the people business that he, Waugh, was the man. They would be an exceptional team. Thomas Bethlehem and Jude Orwell were as good as finished.

And like all their peers, neither Waugh nor Blade gave much thought to the general slaughter of the innocents that was taking place within BF&C. Grateful that it was taking place, as it had played into the hands of them both, but their thoughts barely extended beyond that. Didn't imagine for a minute that either of them was likely to be on Harlequin Sweetlips' chopping list. As it happened, Marcus Blade wasn't on her chopping list, but you know, sometimes you go into the supermarket with no intention of buying chocolate, wine and ice cream, but it doesn't mean you don't do it anyway.

'Every couple of months, as far as I can make out,' said Waugh. 'He disappears for two weeks at a time, comes back with these amazing deals from overseas. Went to the States last time. The New York guys must've been fuming with some of the things he picked off from under their noses. Nothing huge, but still some friggin' unbelievable stuff that you wouldn't think the Yanks would give up. This time, though, I'm not sure. There's something a bit different. He's playing at something.'

Blade took a sip of his Château de Cartex d'Armagnac 1936, savouring the extraordinary whiff of blackcurrants, pine martens and Rowan Atkinson, and nodded his head. He used to be able to do that kind of thing in his day, and he would do so again.

'What's his secret?' he asked, settling back, studying Waugh's face across the table. He was still not sure about his new partner, this man he hadn't met until three days earlier, this man on whom his future now relied. 'And more to the point, what's his weakness?'

Waugh nodded his appreciation of the sage question. The secret of his success wasn't that important. Once he'd been brought down, it made no difference at all how he'd managed to get where he was. What mattered was his weakness and how he could be brought to his knees.

'That's the question, Marcus,' said Waugh leaning forward. 'That is the friggin' question.'

They played the game for another few seconds, eyeing each other, wondering what was going on, then they both burst out laughing at the same time.

'We should retreat for the evening, I think, my friend,' said Waugh grandly, sounding for all the world as if he was in Lord Of The Rings.

Blade looked at his watch. The old days had seen him up until four, two hours in bed, and then into the office. One of the reasons he had burned out so quickly, and he knew that he couldn't do that again.

'Okey-dokey,' he said, trying to get away from the Lord Of The Rings vibe.

'Good,' said Waugh. 'We meet at 6:45 in my office with the others, sort out some things before Orwell arrives. Are we clear?'

They rose and shook hands across the table.

'Can I call you a cab?' asked Waugh, who had his room at the club reserved for the night. And, although he found himself extremely attracted to Blade – another of the reasons he had lured him from the wastelands – there was no way he was going to jeopardise what he was currently building by inviting him to spend the night.

'It's all right,' said Blade, a little disappointed, thinking that maybe Waugh had brought the evening to an early end as he'd intended inviting him upstairs. 'I'll walk.'

'It's a long way,' said Waugh, immediately suspicious of his new partner and wondering what he was up to.

Blade smiled, relaxed, trying to ease the other man's fears.

'I've walked a lot these last few years. Helps me think.'

'All right, my friend,' said Waugh. 'Be safe.'

They shook hands again, then Marcus Blade turned away from Waugh and walked out of the St. James's Club for the last time.

Waugh watched him until he was being accompanied by George the doorman, and he was sure he would be escorted from the premises. He drained his glass, considered sitting in peace and having another drink now that his guest was gone, but decided instead that he really ought to get to bed and have a decent night's sleep before the big day.

The two police officers who should have been watching Waugh at this point were not in attendance. Waugh had done them a favour by giving them the slip on the escalators out of Leicester Square. Detective Constables Russell and Mallot would be severely reprimanded for their negligence, but actually all it meant was that they got to live, instead of dying alongside Waugh. In life, however, you generally don't get to know exactly how the alternative scenario would have played out, and neither of their careers would ever recover. But at least they got to watch Scotland win the World Cup in 2014.

Waugh stood up, took a look around the room at the few remaining late diners – Tom Cruise was having dinner with Kermit The Frog, and he wondered what that was all about – then walked slowly from the room and up the stairs. Past reception, up to the first floor and along to room number five, the one he always took. The rooms weren't large but they were perfect for the single gentleman looking for a bed in the city for a night.

Into the room, folded his jacket over the back of a chair, considered turning on the television, decided that would mean he'd still be sitting there an hour later, so removed his tie and walked into the bathroom. Final ablutions, bathroom light off, clothes off, into the dark blue pyjamas neatly folded on top of his pillow. Considered picking up Richard Nixon's autobiography, still lying on the bedside table from three nights previously, the last time he'd stayed there, but elected not to. Another invitation to stay up too late, when it wasn't needed. Pulled the covers back, slid into bed, hand to the light switch. There was a knock at the door.

Gave him a little fright, which quickly passed. Maybe it would be George with something about Blade. The man had probably caused a scene of some sort. Bloody idiot. He breathed deeply, dispatched the feeling of unease he had about the door knock and walked softly across the dark green carpet. Opened the door to be greeted not by George, but by a woman holding a small tray.

'Your complimentary night-time service, sir,' she said.

Waugh looked at the woman and then down at the contents of the tray; a small tub of oil, a tub of gel, a candle and a match. He looked back at the woman, beginning to smile.

'Is this new?'

'Just began last night, sir. Would you care to avail yourself of this service?'

And as the words tripped from her mouth, Harlequin Sweetlips sounded like an absolute angel.

Another pause from Waugh, but there was no way that he wasn't biting. Quite happy to bat for either side. He stepped back and gestured for her to walk past.

'Come on in, love,' he said. 'Come on in.'

And thus did he sign the warrant for his own death.

*** 

Marcus Blade walked quickly down Piccadilly. Spring in his step, the old fire returning with every minute of each day back in the fold. He had many times considered the comeback, always held off. Thought it through, always saw the disasters rather than the potential success. But once the offer had been placed in front of him, there was never any possibility of him saying no, even when the offer had come from a bunch of fruitcakes like Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane. Yet it had allowed him, within a couple of days of making his return, to contemplate getting into a position of being one of the two principals in the company. And the main creative executive at that. How long before Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane became Blade & Waugh, and then just Blade Marketing Inc?

Hadn't even tried keeping tabs on the marketing world, other than by studying the work of those for whom he had blazed the trail. The new directions were obvious and frequently clumsy. He had been smooth in the past and he was already in completely slick mode. A demon, an absolute demon.

'You are the man,' he said, through the smile.

Course, it doesn't pay to get ahead of oneself in any game. You never know when the Harlequin Sweetlipses of the world are going to be just around the corner.

And on this occasion, Harlequin Sweetlips herself was on the case, having caught him at a good pace, after leaving the St. James's only nine and a half minutes behind. Nothing against Blade whatsoever, and without Waugh he would amount to little in the company. No need to kill the man, but she'd made her decision three hours earlier, when she'd first spied Blade and Waugh together. Had recognised Blade straight away, of course, as the legend he'd once been.

She checked the distance between herself and her prey, steadied her walk. Nothing between them now, and if he turned he would see her. Not that it mattered, because all he would see was an extremely attractive woman walking behind him. He would be blind to the instrument of his death.

And, as if by magic, Blade decided to make it even easier for her. Bursting for a pee, ducked into a dark alleyway, away from the traffic and the few people who were still abroad. Sweetlips smiled, knowing what he would be up to, and quickened her pace. To die with your knob in your hand; a fine way to go for any man.

She turned the corner into the alley, footsteps silent. Blade, the legend, with his back to her, peeing vigorously, making slight moaning noises at the joy of release. Steam rose in front of him. I'd love to chop your chopper off mate, thought Sweetlips, but the chances of getting peed on are too great.

Like a Samurai master, or a Jedi master, or any kind of master really, except say a maths master or an English master, which wouldn't really be relevant, she produced the long knife from inside her jacket. A ten inch blade, a thing of beauty. She stopped. Blade still did not get it. Any form of sixth sense which he might have possessed, totally diminished by the various layers of the day's alcohol.

She hesitated, impressed at least by the size of his bladder. It's true, men did have greater capacity.

'Psst!' she said, quietly. 'Legend!'

Blade turned, absolutely caking his pants.

'Ugghh,' he said, rather ungracefully, a not particularly fitting epitaph for the man who brought you Don't Vote For Michael Foot, He's A Wanker and Where There's Argies, There's Bargies. Join The Paratroopers Today!

'Is that it?' she said, knife behind her back, so that Blade suddenly wondered if his fear had been inappropriate. He was still holding himself firmly in his right hand, so that he presumed she was referring to his lack of size in the reproductive department, rather than his lack of erudition under pressure.

'What?' he said nevertheless, still not hurrying to bury his manhood under his M&S red & whites.

'You used to be somebody,' she said, with a sneer.

Suddenly Blade's eyes lit up. With recognition, rather than by the lights of a passing car. He fumbled away his subdued penis, pulled the zip, turned to face Harlequin Sweetlips. Sweetlips swallowed, realising that for the first time in all of this, someone had seen through the disguise.

'I know you,' said Blade, stating what was obvious from the reaction.

'Good,' said Sweetlips, masking her surprise. 'They say it's best when you know your killer.'

Suddenly there was a flurry of arms and legs, as Blade made a quick move, and Sweetlips brought the knife round from behind her back in a sweeping motion. However, she was a trained killer and he was a flatulent forty-seven-year-old deadbeat. There would be no contest. He raised his arm, intended to stop the blow, never got near her, and the blade plunged down at Blade's neck with extraordinary force, Sweetlips' adrenaline pumping even more than usual, from the shock of recognition. The blade swept through Blade's neck, the flesh, the sinew, the bone, so that in an instant the head plunged forward, but did not completely fall off, held in place by a sliver of skin. His body slumped against the wall. His head dangled by an emaciated, bloody strand.

'Fuck me, Blade, how did a loser like you see through me?' she said, and with that she brought the knife up forcefully between his head and his chest, slicing through what remained of his neck. The head bobbled away from the body, and then she leaned back and caught it perfectly on the volley with her left foot as it fell, kicking it into a large metal bin almost eight feet away. Blade's body gave way and plunged down into the pool of his own urine. The head nestled into the bin, beside the detritus from a Chinese restaurant.

'Two-nil, you Arsenal fuck,' said Sweetlips, and then she stepped back from her latest victim, heart pounding with the kill as usual, studied the stricken body on the ground for a few seconds then turned and walked back out onto Piccadilly.

All's Well In Heaven And Hell

––––––––
Barney Thomson clicked the scissors together. He was standing at the back of the barbershop beside an empty chair. There were two other chairs in the shop, both of which were occupied. Two young barbers were cutting the hair of young men, both of them working with an extravagant flair and panache, chatting easily as they did so.
Barney felt strangely detached, so he reached out to touch the chair next to him, just to see if he could feel it. His fingers came to rest on the firm imitation dark red leather. He looked back to the other two barbers and tuned into the conversation.

'It's all about confidence,' the first one was saying. 'You need a manager who gives the team confidence. It's just eleven guys against eleven guys after all. Why shouldn't Scotland be able to win the World Cup, that's all I'm saying? Why shouldn't they? Look at it this way. If you watch Murray versus Federer or Murray versus Nadal, you can tell they're world class. You can tell that if you played them at tennis, they'd kick your arse. But watch a professional football team on a bad day, man they don't look any better than a park team. A professional tennis player will not send down a first serve that travels at twenty-five miles an hour, but a professional footballer will shoot from thirty yards and hit the corner flag. That's what makes football so great. That's what makes it possible for Scotland, in any given tournament, to win the World Cup. And another thing ... '

The young barber talked on. Barney glanced at his customer. The customer's eyes were open, but he didn't seem to have any eyeballs at home. Two dark holes stared blankly back at the mirror, his face expressionless. Barney looked along and tuned into the next barber.

' ... and that's the thing, women just don't get it. You finish having sex, and then immediately you start wondering what it is you're going to have for lunch. Me, I like to have a peanut butter sandwich as soon as I'm done shagging, but see the amount of birds that get upset by that, it's pure mental so it is. They want to lie there feeling all romantic and all that crap, but I don't complain about that, do I, so how come they need to gob off about me getting tucked into a peanut butter sarnie? Oh, aye, and sometimes I like to put jam on it 'n' all, because you know ... '

Barney glanced at the customer. The same empty eye sockets, the same dull expression. In fact, if he looked closely enough, maybe it was even the same customer. This seemed a little weird.

He turned and looked along the long line of men and boys waiting to get their hair cut. No point in just standing around, he thought.

'You, my good man,' he said to the first customer, 'you're up.'

The guy looked up, but didn't quite manage to look Barney in the eye.

'I'm just going to wait for the next barber, if that's all right.'

Barney shrugged and stepped along to the next in line. Unconsciously waved a pair of scissors at the guy.

'You, Sir, time to step up to the big chair.'

The guy, an old fella with long grey flowing hair, didn't even look at Barney, just shook his head.

Barney hesitated and then moved to the next guy along. It felt hot. He ran his finger inside his shirt collar. Yet all the customers seemed to be dressed in big heavy coats.

'Your turn,' he said.

The third bloke in the queue looked up. A city man, dressed in an expensive blue suit, plain white shirt, dark pink tie.

'I intend to wait for one of the other two,' he said, looking Barney firmly in the eye.

'Are you sure?' asked Barney.

'Oh, yes. I've heard you're not very good. Everyone says that these other two guys cut hair with an unrivalled brio and verve, while you ... they say you're just shite. And also the dullest conversationalist ever to have picked up a pair of scissors.'

He held Barney's gaze for another two seconds and then lowered his head.

'No,' said Barney, moving onto the next bloke, 'don't hold back, tell it how it is, why don't you? You, Mr Baseball Cap, let me do you a Daniel Craig.'

A young man wearing a baseball cap looked round at Barney.

'I prefer to wait,' he said coldly, his eyes dead.

Barney stared at him. It all seemed a bit odd, but there were plenty more people in the queue to ask. He looked at the next guy, a middle-aged bloke with thick dark hair tied in a pony tail. Like all the others, he was staring blankly at the floor, not looking at Barney.

'All right, my good man,' said Barney, 'you're up. What can I get you?'

The guy shook his head and gestured towards the two younger barbers, who were still cutting hair with panache and brio and élan and verve, and were still talking up a storm.

'I'll wait,' he said dully, without raising his head.

'Might be a long wait,' said Barney casually. He had to cut someone's hair.

'I've got a lifetime,' said the guy, his head still not lifted.

Barney felt the hairs begin to rise on the back of his neck. The peculiar tone of the man's voice. He took an involuntary step backwards, his eyes staying on the sinister lowered head.

'That's not much of a life,' said Barney, unsure of what else to say, unsure that he should actually be saying anything.

Slowly, very slowly, so that it seemed to take forever in itself, the man with the pony tail lifted his head. The face that looked up at Barney was old and grey and wizened, the lips a dull grey, the nose had been broken, and the eyes shone a deep, deep red. The cracked grey lips broke into a corrupt and malicious smile.

Barney felt his skin crawl. He looked over his shoulder. Suddenly the two barbers were no longer cutting hair with zest, they were staring at him, as were their customers, all four men with black hearts and eyes that were a deep, dangerous red.

Barney took another step back and inadvertently trod on the foot of the first customer in the queue. He jumped away from him, looking down as the guy looked up at Barney, the eyes flashing at him, the same as the others. Barney bumped against the empty barber's chair and finally looked again at the customer to whom he had last spoken.

Slowly – the man did everything slowly – he raised himself out of the chair and now, standing, he seemed to be seven feet tall. He looked down at Barney then raised his right index finger, with its jagged and broken yellow nail.

'Welcome to Hell, Barney Thomson!' he screamed, and then his face creased in a maniacal laugh.

*** 

Monk was still awake. Eleven thirty-seven, kept glancing at her watch. Each time thinking that she really ought to be asleep by now. Having a strange recurrence of that weird feeling you have as a kid, when it bothers you not to be asleep, as if something bad's going to happen to you just because you haven't been able to doze off. Her mind was all over the place, a mixture of tiredness and drugs. Couldn't understand not being asleep either, seeing as she was so exhausted. Yet sleep wouldn't come, eluding her as surely as the murderer of all those poor innocent marketing executives would elude her.

She moved around the bed, constant turning, side to side. Couldn't settle. Head intermittently consumed by a weird hallucination: all her body parts had been removed and were lying in a jumble at the foot of the bed. Knew that she wouldn't be able to get to sleep until she'd fixed them all into the right place. But no matter how hard she tried, she always ended up putting legs where arms should be, and arms where the head should be. Just couldn't get it right, therefore couldn't get to sleep. Felt cursed to toss and turn all night, yet every time she looked at the clock it barely seemed to have advanced. Aware on some level that she was hallucinating, but at the same time could not ignore all that was going on around her, could not ignore the fact that she had to get her legs fitted back into the correct positions. And every so often, in the midst of this insane waking nightmare, she saw the crushed skull of Barney Thomson, the skull that she had not actually seen, but which she knew was going to be a constant in her life for a long time to come.

'Hey,' said a soft voice next to her, and she stirred suddenly, heart picking up. Tried to lift herself from the bed, but collapsed back into it with the effort. Turned and looked at the man, dressed mostly in black, who had pulled a seat into the side of her bed. No idea who He was, brain managed at least to be curious as to how He'd been able to get past the guards that Frankenstein had positioned outside her room.

'Hi,' she said, head still everywhere, another human voice not the immediate focus which it might have been.

'How're you doing?' said the man, and without waiting for an answer He reached out and felt her head. 'Hell,' He said, 'you're burning up, girl.'

And at the touch of His hand, for the first time in hours it seemed, she felt the heat go out of her face. She felt a wonderful sense of cool spread around her entire body. Instantly everything seemed to be back in place, her arms and legs slotted in where they should be.

'I don't know you,' she said, looking at Him more closely. 'How did you get past the guards?'

'Oh, they're lousy,' said God. 'Anyway, I'm God, so you know, I can pretty much do anything I like. Part of the whole supreme being gig. You've got to dig it.'

Monk dropped her head back into the pillow. She'd just been touched by the Hand of God and she felt delicious. Still tired, but now it felt like a warm sumptuous weariness and she was in the right place. Bed. Enveloped by the covers, sinking back into the mattress and the sheets and blankets and pillows. Beautiful.

'The God?' she asked sleepily.

'Sure,' said God. 'I can, like, set a bush on fire or something, if you want me to prove it.'

Monk smiled, shook her head.

'Nah,' she said, 'I believe you. Bit surprised you're an American though.'

'Suppose you thought I'd be British?' He said.

'The world's such a shambles, I always thought you'd be Italian,' said Monk, and God laughed for the first time in a while.

'That's pretty funny, Monk. Need to remember to tell the wife.'

Monk opened her eyes, now on the verge of sleep, wanting to take one last look at this man who had saved her from the longest night of her life. Glanced at the clock. Almost one o'clock. Suddenly time was flying by. Had she fallen asleep whilst the guy had been here? Had every sentence been separated by ten minutes of dozing?

'It was nice of you to come and see me,' she said. 'You just doing the hospital rounds.'

'Not quite,' said God. 'I'm here to offer you your dreams. Anything you want.'

Monk smiled at the thought. Her head seemed to disappear even further into the soft top pillow. Anything she wanted. A beach, gin & tonic, sun, sea, a warm breeze, nowhere to go and no one to go there with. Or maybe a queue of men to choose from, all doing their best to impress. A queue of men. One man. Barney Thomson, and the thought of him interrupted the feeling of ease by which she had been overcome and, though still tired and ready to drift away, now she knew it would be into a troubled sleep.

'I can bring him back,' said God softly, the sound of His voice massaging her ill-feeling. 'Barney Thomson,' He said, 'I can bring him back.'

She shivered slightly, but a good shiver. Turned over so that she was lying on her side staring at Him. Felt like a little girl, snuggled up in bed, talking to her daddy; and her daddy was telling her that everything was going to be all right, and she could have anything she wanted.

'What d'you mean?' said Monk.

'I'm God,' said God. 'I can do anything. And I know what troubles you. I can bring him back.'

'Why d'you let him die in the first place?' she said.

Here we go, thought God, ruefully. Everyone's a critic. But He was enjoying His chat with Monk, relaxed into it, almost taking comfort from the warmth that she was taking from Him.

'Life is as life does, Monk,' He said. 'There are rules, and just because I've got this whole omnipotent being vibe going on, doesn't mean I don't have to abide by them. But this is one of the rules. In return for your soul, I can give you anything you want, even if that's Barney Thomson.'

'My soul?'

'Sure thing, Sweetlips,' He said. (Just a little joke to Himself.)

'I'm selling my soul to God?'

'Yep.'

'I have to spend an eternity in Heaven?'

'Yep.'

'That can't be all bad,' she said dreamily.

'Well, you know, there's no rock music, no sleeping around, no drugs, everyone's really nice to each other. It's not everyone's kick, you know what I'm saying?'

Doesn't sound so bad, she thought. Imagine everyone being nice to each other. There'd be no need for police work, no need to see the bloody horrible crap that she had to put up with each day.

'Isn't that Satan's thing?' she asked. 'Buying people's souls?'

God sighed. If one more person said that to Him, He'd probably smack them over the head with a thunderbolt. But He liked Monk, liked the thought of having her around for eternity.

'Satan doesn't damn well need to do it anymore, does he?' He said, leaning forward. 'Most of the damned planet is going to Hell anyway. The guy doesn't need to bother. The dude sits around all day snorting coke, watching football and boning Lucrezia Borgia up the ass.'

Monk smiled.

'That's Hell? That doesn't sound so bad either.'

'Hey,' said God, raising His eyebrows, 'that's his Hell. Don't get carried away thinking it's a bed of roses for the rest of you. It sucks, man. It's Hell down there.'

She smiled again. This was nice. This was how hospital visits should be. Beautifully relaxing, and she could just drift into a deep restful slumber. And when she woke up, Barney Thomson would be there sitting beside her. And such was her feeling of ease and goodwill that she was able to completely subvert the intrusion of the knowledge that it wasn't really going to happen. This wasn't God, this was just some wonderful hospital worker with a gift, doing the rounds late at night, putting the patients who had yet to fall asleep at ease.

'So, are you going for it?' asked God. 'This is delicious, Monk, 'n' all, but I really should be getting a move on. There's a couple of other folks I need to see here.'

'My soul for Barney Thomson?' she asked, opening her eyes and looking at Him. Completely swallowed up by His gaze.

'That's the deal,' said God, and He held out His hand.

Monk pushed her arm out from under the covers and shook God by the hand.

'The Hand of God,' she said, smiling.

'Yeah,' said God. 'It's a bit of a thing. You're pretty lucky, Sweetlips.'

'Hey,' said Monk, 'you scored against England in the '86 World Cup.'

'Yeah, I know,' said God. 'I hate the English.' And He laughed, and it was the most gorgeous laugh Monk had ever heard.

'So what,' she said, 'I wake up in the morning and Barney Thomson'll be sitting there in front of me?'

'Yep,' said God. 'Only you'll remember nothing about this, and it'll be as if he never died. You'll be reminded of the deal when you die and you go to Heaven.'

'I'll forget I ever met you?'

'Yeah. Sorry.'

'That's a shame.'

She dragged her hand back under the covers, closed her eyes again, started the final descent into sleep.

'You really think I've got sweet lips?' asked Monk, her voice very drowsy, eyes still closed.

God didn't answer and in her half-sleep she assumed He'd already left. Business complete, Barney Thomson would be back the following day, if only this unreality was real. Then she felt the soft touch of God's lips on hers, a beautiful delicate lingering kiss, and as He pulled away, she finally fell into the arms of sleep.

*** 

Barney Thomson stared along the long line of customers waiting to get their hair cut. Now, he noticed, it stretched on for infinity. An endless row of customers none of whom would want Barney to cut their hair.

Satan stood over Barney, then extended his hand and pushed Barney back so that he stumbled and nearly fell. Barney regained his balance, but the small amount of physical intimidation had been enough to get him annoyed.

'I've been waiting for you, Barney Thomson,' said Satan. 'It's been ten years since you sold your soul to me, and now your time is up. And this is your Hell, Barney Thomson, your very own personal Hell!'

Satan's head twitched, as a spasm of hatred fizzled across his face.

Barney glanced around at the two young barbers and then looked along the long, long line of customers whose hair he would never get to cut. He looked at the clock on the wall which showed 12:29pm, the time of his death, and would forever show that time. He looked out of the window and all he could see was grey, as if an incredibly thick mist had descended. He turned back to Satan, still standing over him with a sneer.

'You have been judged for all eternity, Barney Thomson! Welcome to your Hades, your very own Pandemonium!'

'Doesn't seem too bad,' said Barney, looking curious. 'I thought it would have been, I don't know, scarier.'

Satan lashed out to Barney's right and kicked the barber's chair.

'Goddamit, I hate it when you people say that. Jesus, it's not about fear, it's not about burning flames and all that shit. It's about mental torture, you bastard, putting you in the situation you find the most trying. This is yours!'

Again the head twitched.

Barney looked along the long line of baleful customers. He would never get to work on any of them ... 

'Doesn't seem so bad,' he said, with a shrug.

'What?'

'This,' said Barney. 'I mean, sure if you're—'

'No, no, no!' barked Satan. 'None of your explanations. You're faking it. I've seen the file. I've checked up on you. This is what you used to hate. This is what drives you demented. This is wh—'

'Exactly,' said Barney, and Satan's whole face was starting to turn as red as his eyes. He didn't like being interrupted. 'I used to hate it. Ten years ago. I've grown. I've changed. I mean, would I choose to be here for all eternity? Well, no, who would? But it's not very, well, Hellish, is it? Just, kind of boring.'

'Liar!' shouted Satan. 'I've seen the file.'

'Who wrote the file?' asked Barney.

Satan hesitated. Seemed to be calming down, coming off the boiling anger. He squeezed his fingers together. He cricked his neck, cracked the bones in his hands. He opened his mouth to reveal clenched, jagged teeth.

'Well,' he said eventually, 'at some point I decided to contract that shit out.'

'You went to outside contractors?'

'Yes,' admitted Satan grudgingly. 'Never been the same since. Bloody Outerserve.'

'Well, there's your problem,' said Barney. 'Right there. You might save yourself some money, although even the maths are questionable, but you never get as good a service. What were you thinking?'

Satan scowled and stared at the barbershop floor, a floor covered in the hair of beasts of all sorts.

'Aw, crap,' he said. 'What do we do now? This kind of set up, you know Personal Hells, they cost a lot of money.'

'No one else you can use it for?' asked Barney helpfully.

'There's another guy,' said Satan, 'barber just like you, or just like you used to be, but he's a pious cunt. The other bloke'll get him. No, what am I going to do with you, that's the question.'

Suddenly Barney wondered if he shouldn't just have kept his mouth shut.

A door at the back of the shop opened, a door that Barney hadn't been aware of before. A man Barney didn't recognise was standing there, a clipboard in his hands.

'Barney Thomson,' he said, looking around the shop, along the queue. He hadn't been properly briefed.

'Yep,' said Barney. 'That's me.'

'What's going on?' barked Satan.

The man at the door did not say anything further, but he held the clipboard at his side, lifted his right hand and beckoned Barney with his index finger. A pale, well-manicured index finger.

Barney glanced at Satan and then started walking towards the door.

'What the fuck?' barked Satan. 'What's going on? You can't leave here. I own you!'

The door was open, the finger beckoned, and Barney did not look over his shoulder again. Satan was left standing in a pool of impotent rage, surrounded by the construct of an ineffectual subcontractor, his mouth open, pointless words of hateful rage screaming across his lips.

And Barney Thomson was gone.

It's A Magical World

––––––––
The Telegraph: 'Murder Rate Reaches Epidemic Proportions'; The Times: 'Head In Rubbish Wins Turner Prize'; The Sun: 'Serial Killer Goes Flippin' Mental'; The Mirror: 'Head In Skip Not Art, Just Gross, Claims Mum'; The Express: '10 Reasons Why The London Serial Killer Is An Asylum Seeker'.
Monday morning. A new day dawned, bright and fresh. The Lord was upon the world.

London awoke to a drop in temperature and a fall of snow. The city was carpeted in white, fresh and crisp, the heavy snow starting at around 3am, and falling until just before six. So the day began muffled and clean, a new start, a day full of possibilities. It's a magical world, and part of that magical world once more was Barney Thomson. Monk had shaken the Hand of God and He had been true to His word. The past had been duly altered, Barney had escaped from the massive car crash even healthier than Monk, and had spent the night sitting by her bed. Anyone who'd had any knowledge of Barney's demise had had that knowledge taken away. Barney Thomson was back and Monk was going to Heaven for eternity. God had warmed to Monk and had chosen to celebrate Barney's rebirth by covering the city in white, so that the day ahead was a blank page, waiting to be picked up and drawn upon.

A new beginning.

*** 

Jude Orwell walked to work through the snow, head tripping on a caffeine overdose. Up since 3:32, trying to get back into the groove, trying to get his head out of the sludge that had been infecting it since Taylor Bergerac first walked into his office. Not that he considered she'd walked from his office for the last time, but he at least realised that there was other work to be done, that his fortunes were coming to a definite crossroads. Walking to work at 6:39, the drugs of eleven cups of espresso zipping through his body, having to stop the walk becoming a skip. The two police officers in his wake were unimpressed by the earliness of his early morning and unprepared for the snowfall.

It was a big day ahead for Orwell, and he had to use his last few hours before the return of Bethlehem to sort the troops into order, gather everyone into his camp. Considered that Waugh was almost going to be more of a problem than Bethlehem, an opinion which would obviously change once he heard the good news of Waugh's death.

Round the corner, swipe card out, through the door, kicked the snow off his shoes and he was positively running up the stairs to the offices of BF&C, soon to be Orwell Marketing Strategies Inc. Not that it bothered him, but he had a quick flash of pleasure that he would for once beat Imelda Bloody Marcos into work, and he wouldn't have to feel he was being judged as he walked through the uncontaminated reception area.

'Another one early,' said the deadpan voice from behind reception, as he opened the glass door. 'All looking for promotion, are you?'

Orwell stopped, stared at her. The surprise at seeing her, at first making him neglect what she'd said.

'Do you live here, 'Melda?' he asked. 'Do you have, like, a private bathroom and stuff?'

'I don't live here,' said Imelda, 'but I do have a private bathroom.'

'Why?' said Orwell. 'You're a receptionist.'

Imelda wagged her finger at him.

'We don't use that word. Remember who'll be putting the call through to you should a certain representative from Waferthin.com phone.'

Orwell hesitated, knew she had him beaten, as always, then walked quickly towards the lift. Both elevators were at the eighth floor, which was odd for this time in the morning. Pressed the button, stood back and waited. Watched the numbers crawl down through the floors, and finally Imelda's opening words came back to him. He turned. She was typing away ferociously while the officers stood at the doorway.

'What did you mean?' he asked.

She lifted her head, that vague look of condescending curiosity on her face that she reserved for all the men of the firm.

'Sorry?'

The elevator pinged behind him.

'What did you mean when you said another one in early? Who else is in? Waugh?'

Imelda did that thing where she looked like she was considering whether or not it was a worthwhile question to answer, then looked at her screen, bashed in a few numbers, looked up.

'Mr Waugh isn't in yet,' she said, and then she returned to thrashing away feverishly at the keyboard. 'Lovely that it snowed,' she added, without looking up.

Orwell watched her, then stepped towards her as the elevator door fizzed shut behind him.

'What did you mean,' he said more slowly, 'that there are others?'

She lifted her head, that patronizing look again. This time it really got up his back, driven by the worry and fear of what had been happening in the company whilst he'd slept. Secret meetings, plots and conspiracies. You couldn't trust anyone.

'Listen, 'Melda, you might be able to control which calls I receive, but I control whether you get to walk through that fucking door in the morning. Look away from your fucking monitor and tell me who's in.'

His mind raced. The eighth floor: Miscellaneous Anthropoid Department. Waugh was having a meeting, yet he himself hadn't arrived. Orwell glanced at the door, expecting him to enter at any second. The two police goons constantly in his wake stared at him, he imagined they could see right into his head, read his insecurities. Maybe it was the fellow under Waugh who was looking to undermine and usurp virtually every senior executive in the company. What was his name? Justin something.

'Justin Steinbeck,' said Imelda, voice like a clipped moustache. 'Nigel Achebe, Michael Pinter and Tad Salinger.'

Orwell walked towards her, forehead like a ploughed field.

'Who the fuck are these people? Mike Pinter? Who the fuck is that?'

'It's Michael,' said Melda, trying to regain some of the ground she'd lost by Orwell's major bout of rank-pulling. 'He doesn't like M—'

'Whatever,' snapped Orwell. 'Enough, 'Melda, who the fuck is he?'

'He's the Deputy Head of Accounting,' she replied, coldly.

The deputy head? Think, Orwell, think. The ringleader must be massing his forces. If he couldn't rely on the man at the top, which he wouldn't have been able to do with the new man Beckett in accounts, he was doing the classic coup d'état tactic of bringing in the number two, with the promise of promotion. It was worse than he'd thought.

'Salinger?' he said.

'Press and Public Relations,' she said.

'Number two?' he asked quickly.

'Number one,' she said.

Number one? He had to keep in better touch with these people. At least he knew Achebe, and that he was suddenly a something in the company, having risen up quickly with all the new vacancies.

'That new guy, Blade,' said Orwell, 'what about him?'

Imelda shook her head.

'And Barney Thomson?'

Another shake of the head, followed by a crisp, 'I've told you everything I know.'

Orwell waited a few seconds, decided that his strong-arm tactics had worked and that she was telling him the truth, then he turned and walked quickly to the elevator. At least Thomson hadn't turned against him. The question was, where were Waugh and Blade, because Blade was definitely Waugh's man. The presence of Steinbeck suggested that maybe it was him who was leading the charge.

Into the lift, pressed the button. His guards leapt in after him. The door closed. And as he started moving up, he suddenly became aware of his own paranoia. Perhaps he was just getting carried away with himself. So there were four guys from their firm having a meeting before seven in the morning. Didn't mean that it had to be a conspiracy. Meetings before seven were what it was all about in business. Perhaps there was some work that had to be conducted with India or something. Could be anything, for God's sake. Just because he knew this was a big day, didn't mean that all these other losers further down the food chain had to be aware of it.

The eighth floor. The door pinged. Orwell walked out of the lift and stood in the small reception area at the entrance to MAD. Silence, no one to be seen. The desks behind reception were all empty, not even the sound of voices coming from an office. A serene calm, before the inevitable storm of the day.

Orwell looked up and down the corridor, and now, having become accustomed to the sound of the silence, he was able to hear the low rumble of voices from down the corridor. A closed door, the conspirators gathered.

The feeling came back. This was no innocent gathering of the plebs, conducting some second or third string company business. This was a coup, and it was a good thing he was here to stop it. And so, unarmed and in possession of none of the facts, Orwell walked quickly along the corridor, guards in his wake, didn't knock and opened the door into Justin Steinbeck's office.

The Craven Conspiracy

––––––––
Jude Orwell stepped into Justin Steinbeck's office and quickly closed the door behind him. Scanned the faces of the conspirators for signs of complicity, thinking that he would need a trained eye to spot any obvious attempts to hide wrongdoing and anti-company conspiracy. He needn't have worried. These were not seasoned veterans he had just walked in amongst. These were young lads, nervously awaiting their first entry into the world of the plotter, sweating and uncomfortable with their decision to play Brutus.
As Orwell quickly stared about them looking for signs of betrayal, Achebe's jaw dropped about two feet, clunking noisily off the table top; a strange sound like that which might accompany complete loss of bowel control could be heard coming from young Pinter's direction; Salinger's eyes went wider than the gap in Madonna's front teeth; and Steinbeck looked shocked and said, 'Aw crap!' rather loudly.

Orwell walked further into the room, allowing the four lads time to compose themselves, which they did very quickly; in some cases, quickly enough that they imagined they'd been pretty cool about it.

Quick scan of the table and it was apparent that they were expecting another couple of conspirators, including someone at the head of the table. Orwell walked round and pulled out the seat, sat down. The others were silent, waiting for him to pronounce, none of them with the confidence to go on the offensive, which was needed.

Being caught with their pants down to that level required in-your-face assertiveness, the balls to attack with all guns, demanding to know what Orwell was doing at their meeting at that time in the morning, because Orwell did not have line management control of any of them bar Achebe. None of them had it, though; none of them had the power. Orwell would have done had he been in their shoes, even when he'd been as young as them, but this crew weren't in his class.

'Who are you waiting for?' he asked, looking Steinbeck straight in the eye. And for once, quite unequivocally, Taylor Bergerac was nowhere to be seen in his head.

'What?' said Steinbeck, lamely. 'This?' he added.

Orwell held his gaze until Steinbeck wilted and dropped his eyes, then Orwell looked around the table, taking in each in turn, and none of them could stand up to him for more than a few seconds.

'While Mr Bethlehem is out of the country,' said Orwell slowly, 'I am the head of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane, with full executive powers. You know what I'm saying about full executive powers? Hire and fire, gentlemen. I'm leaving this room in thirty seconds, and if I leave without knowing who else you were expecting, then each of you can walk out past me, go to your desks and clear them.'

He paused, looked around the room.

'I doubt any of you are old enough to have children, but if you do, I'll make sure you never see them again.'

There were two spare chairs. He knew who it would be, but he wanted to break the coven, make one of them snap, create divisions, ensure that they would never again meet as a collective. And when this was all over and the future of the company had been sorted out, then more than likely the four of them would be on their way in any case. Pre-pubescent bastards.

'Fifteen seconds,' he said grimly, looking around the table, wondering who it was who'd crack. Question was, as he studied the nervous glances and sweaty upper lips, which one wouldn't crack.

'Ten,' he said, and he started to lift himself from the chair.

'Waugh & Blade!' said Pinter at a rush, and since Orwell had been looking at Achebe at the time, he could tell that he'd been narrowly beaten to it.

He stood up, pushed the chair back.

'Thank you, gentlemen,' he said. 'I'll leave you to it. Looks like your chiefs might not be coming. You Indians have a nice meeting without them. You can conspire about who gets to control the tea fund.'

He walked from the room, closed the door slowly behind him, and immediately Pinter was subjected to an inquisition from the three suddenly confident and outraged junior executives.

*** 

Monk stirred, turned over in bed. Coming out of sleep, dragging herself from a bizarre dream where she and Barney Thomson were married and walking around their home, a house infested with thousands of weird mutating bugs. A giant red flying ant was zooming at her across the room, when she managed to escape from the dream, open her eyes, and see that she wasn't surrounded by two-inch bees. Immediately the pains in her legs and back came to her and she remembered instantly where she was.

Turned gently onto her back, felt a slight easing of the pain and pressure, opened her eyes. White ceiling, the room slowly coming to dull life with the grey light of morning. For a second the vague memory of having spoken to someone in the middle of a disturbed night came to her then was gone almost instantly.

'How are you feeling?' said the voice from the side of the bed.

She turned slowly. Eyes caught the time on the clock first of all, 10:57, then she looked at the man sitting at the side of the bed. Barney Thomson, casually dressed, looking tired.

'Sore,' she said. 'How are you?'

'I'm all right,' said Barney.

'You been there all night?' she asked.

'Aye,' said Barney. 'More or less.'

'You didn't have to do that,' she said, sleepily, and he didn't answer.

Her hand appeared from under the covers and he took it.

'Didn't feel like going home,' said Barney, and she smiled.

And then the door burst open on their brief romantic encounter. Barney didn't bother turning. Monk looked up. Frankenstein, agitated and abrupt, caught the hands together before she withdrew hers and brought it back under the covers. Frankenstein suddenly feeling like he should've knocked, looked a little sheepish.

'Yeah, sorry,' he said.

Barney glanced over his shoulder, said nothing. Monk began to wake up properly. Work once more set to intrude.

'Come on,' said Frankenstein, with much less boorishness than he'd intended when making his grand entrance. 'We have to go.'

'Come on,' said Barney, same words, entirely different meaning.

'Work to do, Danno,' said Frankenstein, ignoring the love interest. 'They said you needed a night's rest and you've had it. Get your clobber on, it's time to get a shift on. Two more murders last night. The entire fucking city is turning into an abattoir. And those fingerprints have turned up again for numbers three to five.'

'Last night's m.o.?' asked Monk, immediately getting back into the groove, sitting up in bed and feeling aches all over her body with the movement. Barney closed his eyes and let his head fall forward. The killing spree continued. Harlequin Sweetlips, his Saturday night dinner date. What did that make him, consorting with evil?

'A slit throat and a decapitation, head punted into a rubbish skip.'

'Cool,' she said. 'That sorts out my desire to have breakfast.'

'You can grab a Danish on the way over to St. Paul's.'

'St. Paul's? Cathedral?' said Monk, the words beating out the other obvious ejaculation, a Danish?

'Yes,' he said, 'you've heard of it, have you?'

'Who's dead?' asked Barney, the question only just occurring to him. So little impression must these people have made on him that he hardly seemed bothered which of them might have been put to the sword.

'Waugh and Blade,' said Frankenstein. 'It's all becoming a blur. And as long as it's these marketing wankers who keep dying, to be honest I don't really give a toss. Monk, are you getting dressed, or what? Bloody snow everywhere, 'n' all. City's in chaos.'

'It snowed?' asked Monk, looking at Barney.

'Aye,' he said, softly. 'It's lovely. Air's crisp and fresh.'

'Pain in the arse,' said Frankenstein. 'Fucking March, 'n all.'

Barney stood up, pushed the chair away from behind him.

'Some privacy would be nice,' said Monk, the comment entirely directed at Frankenstein.

'Yeah,' he said. 'Yeah, I suppose. I'll, eh, yeah,' he said, and he retreated from the room, annoyed that he couldn't be harder on her, looking at Barney as he went.

Barney shrugged, stared down at her.

'I should get into the office, see what kind of flap everyone's in. Think I might make this my last day.'

'Get out before you're got,' she said.

'Aye. I mean, I'm presuming I'm not going to be included on anyone's list, but then, all these reptiles were thinking the same thing.'

She nodded.

'It's nice to have you back,' she said.

'What d'you mean?' asked Barney.

She stared. She analysed her own comment. She didn't know where it had come from.

'I don't know,' she said. 'I don't know.'

He leaned forward, kissed her on the cheek.

'I'll call you later,' he said.

She nodded, another of those significant glances.

'It's nice to be back,' he said, and then Barney Thomson – alive by the soul of Daniella Monk and by the grace of God, or by the desperation of God's marketing techniques – walked out of the hospital room, past Frankenstein worrying at a coffee machine, and off down the corridor.

A Farewell To Ads

––––––––
Barney Thomson walked into the reception area of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane for the last time, trailing snow into the room, further besmirching the once sanitised area. Nodded at Imelda, who was kicking back, feet on the desk, microphone off, filing her nails. Acknowledged Barney with a casually tapped foot. Barney got to the elevator, and then, much like Orwell that morning, although for different reasons, turned back and stood in front of her. She raised her eyebrows, not really being bothered to talk much at that moment.
'Imelda,' said Barney, and she raised her eyebrow a further couple of millimetres in response.

'Have I missed something?' he asked.

'Nothing much more than's been happening around here lately.'

He gave her another few seconds to see if there'd be anything further, then said, 'And what would that be exactly?'

She finally looked him in the eye, letting out a long sigh in the process. If I have to explain this to one more bloody person, she was thinking, although in fact she'd only explained it to one person so far, and that was someone to whom she'd volunteered the information.

'Mr Waugh is dead. Mr Blade is dead.'

'I know,' said Barney, patiently. 'There have been people getting murdered all week, but it hasn't made you put your feet on the desk. What's up with you, Imelda?'

She abruptly took her feet off the desk, straightened her shoulders and leaned forward, hands held together, fingers entwined. Instant change in the woman, and all because Barney had asked about her, rather than anything to do with the company. She respected men who took a genuine interest in her well-being, and while that might have been a far-fetched interpretation of his question, that was how she chose to take it.

'Well,' she said, 'Mr Orwell was very rude to me this morning, and I am almost of a mind to walk out of here.'

'Was he?' said Barney. 'How did that manifest itself?'

'He was pulling rank in a most unbecoming manner. A good manager does not need to pull rank,' she said.

'Absolutely,' said Barney.

'And,' she said, leaning further forward, drawing Barney into her inner circle of close friends, 'apparently he went straight upstairs and did it again. Mr. Pinter in accounts, Mr. Salinger in Press and Mr. Steinbeck in MAD have all resigned this morning. Already left, no notice, packed their drawers and gone. Betty on the eighth floor is saying it's because of Mr Orwell.'

'Getting out before someone kills them, eh?' said Barney.

'I don't know,' she said, pleased to have another friend around. 'But I'll tell you this, Mr Thomson, the place is like a ghost ship. There've been people phoning in sick all morning. The word's definitely out about what's happening with the company and, with the exception of workers not coming in, the phone isn't ringing anymore. No one calls here. I might as well not be here. Between you and me, I've already spoken to someone at McDuff & McCall, you know, about another position.'

Barney leaned forward, drawing Imelda into his inner circle of close friends.

'Between you and me, Imelda,' he said, 'this is my last day here, too.'

Imelda sat back, nodding.

'I can't say I blame you,' she said. 'Really, this place is becoming quite intolerable. If only Mr Bethlehem hadn't gone away for quite so long.'

Barney nodded. 'Aye,' he said. 'Too bad about that.' Funny, all this happening whilst he was away. 'When's he back?' he asked.

'Well,' she said, leaning even further forward, so that her bum was well off her seat. 'They're saying he's flying in from Rome late afternoon, but I've been speaking to Mary, who makes all his travel arrangements, and apparently he's due to fly to Glasgow a few hours later. Hopefully when he sees what's been going on, he'll stay longer. You know.'

Barney nodded.

'Very interesting, Imelda,' he said. 'I should probably go upstairs and see what's happening.'

'Very good, Mr Thomson,' she said, and Barney turned and walked to the elevator. Imelda watched him go and then, confidence returned after finding her new friend, stayed in an upright position and started clicking away industrially at her PC.

*** 

'You're going to tell me why we're finally storming St. Paul's Cathedral?' asked Monk.

Frankenstein lowered his window, looked along the queue of traffic, shouted, 'Come on to fuck!', beeped his horn, rolled his window up again because the snow had started to fall and was coming in, studied the traffic in the oncoming lane, decided there was no point in pulling any sort of authority stunt because there was just plain nowhere to go, and sat back.

Monk was feeling reasonably mellow. Curious about what they were doing, and enjoying Frankenstein being in a terrible mood. It always allowed her to sit back on the sidelines and make better assessments of whatever situation they were in. She sipped at her coffee then finished off her Danish.

'Tasty Danish,' she said.

Frankenstein nodded, without particularly looking at her.

'You going to tell me the story?' she said.

He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, jabbed at the horn, to add to the general bedlamic cacophony that was engulfing that exact snowy white spot of Trafalgar Square.

'Your story yesterday afternoon,' he said, 'you know, what you said. About Satan. At the time I just thought you were being a fucking fruitcake. Off your head with the trauma and all that.'

'Thanks,' she said.

'Don't mention it. Thought you'd flipped your trolley and were in need of extended hospitalisation.'

'Okay,' she said.

'Frontal fucking lobotomy case ... '

'But now?' she said, trying to advance the conversation beyond a series of base insults.

Frankenstein humphed, tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. Looked over his shoulder, checking there was no one from The Sun in the back seat. Off His Rocker! Senior Policeman Pins Crimes On Man With Pointy Tale and Horns!

'Did some legwork yesterday evening, with you having your night off,' he began, and she ignored the way he'd put it. 'When I say legwork, I obviously mean that in the modern sense.'

'You spent eight hours on the internet?'

'Ten. Got looking at lots of biblical shit, got into old texts ... '

'You read the Bible?' she asked, amused and surprised.

'We've all read the Bible on this job,' he said. 'I was reading older shit than that. The Apocrypha, shit like that. Old shit.'

'You're not going to tell me you read it in the original Aramaic?' she asked with a smile.

'Got onto message boards, looked into the background of our friend Barney Thomson, dragged up some old police files from Scotland at three in the morning, which didn't make me popular.'

'And?' she asked.

He paused, stared dead-eyed up the road at the long queue.

'I began to get a bit spooked. Wondered if maybe there was something in it. You know, the end of days, final judgement, all that malarkey. And then I started wondering if maybe it all tied in with this Archbishop business. Thought we should go and speak to him.'

She stared at him, surprised and for the first time that day, a little scared. How could DCI Frankenstein ever get spooked? And just how spooked had he been that he felt the need to mention it?

Monk gasped as Frankenstein saw a gap in the on-coming traffic and suddenly skidded out into that lane and started driving insanely on the wrong side of the road.

'You speak to Strumpet about this?' asked Monk, to take her mind off the insanity of the driving.

'Nah,' said Frankenstein, calmly finding a slot to fit into further up the road before he could be swiped by a large black diplomatic BMW. 'He'd have gone mental. The guy's still vacillating over what to do with the fingerprints. Look, there's some weird shit going on and someone tried to kill my sergeant, and I just want to get to the bottom of it.'

She looked at him, the gruff face, the chewing gum being viciously chewed and regularly and grossly being stuck out on his tongue.

'I appreciate that,' she said.

'Don't,' he said gruffly, in case she might think him nice in any way.

Slowly the traffic began to move as the giant American SUV with seventeen coffee cup holders which had been stuck in six inches of snow up ahead was set free.

Monk sat back, smiled to herself. This was weird, and maybe she should have been spooked, yet above it all she still had the good feeling left behind by the late night visitor about whom she had completely forgotten.

*** 

Last time into Orwell's office, Barney Thomson standing before him, shrugging his shoulders, just like the old times, back in the days when he'd been a shoulder-shrugging man. Now, however, it was due to cool indifference rather than a general bemusement at what others were talking about.

'Barney, look around you,' said Orwell. 'The place is falling apart. The staff are dropping like flies, suddenly there's no new business coming in, the whole thing is a disaster. Bethlehem's back tonight and he's finished. Really, it's just going to be me and those who are willing to stand with me. And then we can start building something here, using the excellent client base which we already possess. But we'll need good minds to replace those we've lost, and you're the best marketing mind I've met in years, Barn. Sure you're raw, but that'll pass. The basic building blocks, the unfettered talent, it's there, man. You had it cracked the minute you walked in the door. It's that whole barber thing, man. You understand people, and that's why you can do this. You know what people will buy and why they'll buy it and what makes them buy it. You've just got this awesome barber aura around you, this thing that says you understand the very essence of the human id, you know the kernel, you dig the dichotomy of human existence. You're totally with every aspect of this, because of the barber milieu. You're like some sort of a thing, you're a dude, a cat, a rollercoaster man, but on a rollercoaster that's always going, you know, really straight and fast.'

'That would be a train,' said Barney, to show that he hadn't fallen asleep.

'See,' said Orwell, without showing the slightest bit of humour, 'you're funny, you're sharp, you're acerbic, clear-headed, quick-thinking. The world of marketing is crying out for men like you, not just this company. You and me, Barn, we could do great things. Think about it, Barn, once we gain overall control of the corporation, we could change the name to Orwell & Thomson, do a big stock market flotation, take over one of those even bigger office towers they're building half a mile further down the river. And we're not starting from scratch with a new company, we're booting Bethlehem and we're in. Total fucking regeneration, man. Jesus, we could open an office in New York. The Americans would love you, 'cause you've got that thing that none of them have over there. You know, they love that whole British acerbity gig, and you've got it totally nailed. You could be huge in New York, or LA even. Christ, LA, man! You'd have them eating out of the palm of your hand. Can't you see it, Barn? Orwell & Thomson, of London, New York and Los Angeles. God, that could be so awesome. We could each have one of those big LA mansions, big parties, loads of women, they love the English out there.'

'I'm Scottish,' said Barney.

'Exactly,' said Orwell, 'even better. You've got that William Wallace vibe. They cream their knickers for that over there these days. Jesus, man, the ancestors of their entire country left Scotland in 1746, for Christ's sake. They'd buy into you like they buy into Japanese fucking gadgets. Jeez, Barn, there's nothing stopping you. There's nothing stopping us.'

'I'm going back to Millport,' said Barney.

'Don't do this to me, Barn!'

'I'm going back to my little shop. Two barbers, two chairs, one little guy sweeping up. That's all.'

'Barn, God, Barn, this is insane. I need you tonight, Barn. The meeting, the voting structure. Don't you see, now that Waugh's dead, we've got a great shout. You, me and whoever I can put in as Head of MAD. We can fuck Bethlehem out the old window.'

Barney looked down at him, Orwell leaning forward across the desk, the strain of the day showing on his face.

'You looked tired,' said Barney. 'You should get some sleep before your man returns.'

Orwell settled back, finally defeated in his attempts to lure Barney to stay. The argument had been going on for fifteen minutes, and one of the reasons why he respected Barney so much was because he knew he wouldn't change his mind. The reason he wanted him to stay was exactly the reason why he wouldn't. Time to give up, and time to start thinking about who to get to replace him in the meeting.

'You have to leave today?' he asked.

'Don't see the point in staying,' said Barney. 'Sorry it didn't work out.'

'Yeah,' said Orwell.

Barney stepped forward. Orwell stood up and the two men shook hands, and then Barney turned and walked from his office, closing the door behind him. Orwell slumped down into his seat and stared at the closed door. There were doors closing all over the place for him. He turned to his PC, checked his e-mail. Eleven messages since he'd been talking to Barney, but none of any consequence to the day's events, and none from Taylor Bergerac.

He was beginning to lose sight of her big gesture.

Moral Outrage - The New Fragrance For Men

––––––––
The man had a small moustache and square shoulders which he wore with pride. He looked down from the extra half inch they gave him.
'The Archbishop is busy,' said Yigael Simon. 'The Archbishop will be busy later on this afternoon, and then again tomorrow. As some like to say around here, the Archbishop will be busy until the end of days. If you'd like to leave your card I can try to squeeze you in later in the year.'

Frankenstein closed his eyes and turned away. It was his method of anger management. Long gone were the days when an outraged officer could vent that anger on the suspect or interviewee.

'We need to speak to the Archbishop today,' said Monk.

'Good cop, bad cop?' said Simon glibly. Frankenstein caught the explosion in his throat. 'How nice, if a little clichéd,' Simon added.

'There's no good or bad, we merely need to speak to the Archbishop in relation to an investigation which we are currently conducting.'

'You're surely not suggesting that the Archbishop is guilty of a crime.'

'No ... ' began Monk, but that was as far as she managed to get.

'Listen, Hitler,' said Frankenstein, and Monk disappeared inside her jacket. 'The man's fingerprints are all over at least three murder weapons. If you'd like that little snippet of information released to the press in the next ten minutes, then keep on talking the way your are. Otherwise, give your man a call, tell him we're here, and show us the fuck through.'

Simon raised an eyebrow.

*** 

They had been ushered into a small, dark office. Shelves of old books, set in between old paintings. A large dusty desk. It looked as though someone had worked there sixty or seventy years previously.

The paintings, unsurprisingly, were all biblical. Old, dark pictures, which had never been restored and took close examination to even see what story they were telling. Frankenstein was depressed into submission by the place and had spent the fifty minutes since they'd been dumped there by Simon, sitting with his head in his hands, muttering. Monk couldn't hear what he was saying, just caught the occasional expletive.

For some reason, she loved the room. It felt warm and safe and smelled of the old books. It was a room in the house of an old uncle that you only occasionally visited as a child, a room you would sneak off to, to explore. A room of an uncle she'd never had.

'You should take a look at these,' she said suddenly, her voice crisp and fresh in the warm, muggy room. Frankenstein stirred.

'Can't be bothered getting up,' muttered Frankenstein in reply. 'Just more weird religious shit, I expect.'

'It's all,' she began, and then she hesitated. She shook her head, moved on to the next painting. 'It's all the final judgement, you know. Jesus coming down and splitting everyone into teams.'

Frankenstein glanced up, looked quickly around the room. He could make out a few of the paintings.

'All of them?' he asked. 'All of these are about the same thing? The judgement of the human race?'

'Yep,' she said. 'Pretty weird. It's like it's the Final Judgement room.'

'And this is where they leave their visitors for extended periods?'

'Maybe we're in here for good. Maybe by coming here we've chosen to be judged,' said Monk. She looked at the door, then turned to the nearest bookshelf and took down a thin volume.

'Notes on Mark's Gospel and the End of Days ... ' she said, her voice trailing off.

'Fuck's sake,' said Frankenstein.

He rose quickly and walked to the door. Getting freaked. Suddenly haunted by his surroundings, as he was haunted by the insanity of this case, and as he had been haunted by what had happened to the last serial killer he had come across, two years ago in the town of Millport.

As he put his hand to the door knob, the door opened and a man he recognised from television, dressed as an Archbishop, opened the door and stared him in the face. Middlesex looked as though he was surprised to find Frankenstein directly on the other side of the door.

They stared at each other in silence for a short while, then Middlesex closed the door behind him, walked quickly through the small office and sat down behind the solitary large desk. He clasped his hands in front of him and stared at the two police officers, one standing with an old book in her hands, one standing by the door looking as though he thought he should be somewhere else.

'What is it?' said Middlesex brusquely. 'I have an important day.'

Monk had, for some reason, been expecting someone more godly. A quiet, reserved man, perhaps, someone with the weight of God on his shoulders. Instead, she had been given a politician.

'This isn't your office,' she said.

Middlesex glowered at her, glanced at Frankenstein, waiting to hear his part in proceedings.

'If everyone in the Metropolitan Police Force is as insightful as you, Sergeant Monk, it's a wonder that there's so much crime in the city.'

'Is this some kind of Final Judgement room?' she asked, ignoring the words and the tone.

Middlesex sucked in his breath.

'Even at this low level, you appear to be meddling in matters that you don't understand. Christianity, the very basis of our religion, is not about Christmas and Easter eggs and children's stories about Jesus. We are talking about eternal life in God's kingdom. The entire basis of Christianity is the final judgement. Nothing else matters. What are sixty or seventy years on this earth compared to an eternity in Heaven? Or an eternity in complete and utter damnation?'

He paused. He glanced between the two of them. He didn't like the police. He didn't want a visit from them, but most of all, he feared they might already know more than he wanted them to know.

'Do you have any dealings with the firm of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane?' asked Frankenstein sharply.

Middlesex held his gaze. The question which struck directly at the heart of what he didn't want them to know. So, were they fishing, or did they have anything concrete?

Why would they come here to fish if they didn't have some reason to? Someone must have talked, someone other than Bethlehem, who he knew to be completely trustworthy, and who he knew had not been in London since the mayhem at BF&C had begun.

'I have read about them in the news,' he said. 'Other than that ... '

He held Frankenstein's gaze, completely ignoring Monk, his look seemingly drawn from the pits of Hell. Perhaps the room allowed him to get into character, thought Monk.

'Your fingerprints have been identified on all the murder weapons so far,' said Frankenstein coldly.

Middlesex looked sharply at him.

'What?' he barked.

'Your fingerprints were on the weapons used to kill Hugo Fitzgerald, Piers Hemingway, John Wodehouse and two police officers. There will possibly be more, once we have the results back. Do you have any explanation for that, Sir?'

Middlesex straightened his shoulders. He looked sternly between Monk and Frankenstein.

'I am a man of God,' he said, voice severe.

'History doesn't really stand you in great stead with that argument,' said Monk glibly.

'You can be a man of Doughnuts for all we care at the moment. We need you to explain how your fingerprints got to be on those weapons.'

Middlesex took his eyes off them and stared at the far wall of the office. It looked like he was staring directly at a dark, foreboding painting of Christ casting the damned to Hell.

'Why now?' he said suddenly. 'That first man you mentioned was murdered last week. If my prints were on that weapon why are you only talking to me now? There must be something else going on here.'

Frankenstein hesitated. Had wondered what kind of man the Archbishop was going to be. Had hoped he wouldn't be a lawyer.

'I'm afraid if you are going to question me further, I will need to have a lawyer present,' he added. 'Unless you intend taking me into custody, pulling some anti-terror legislation out of the hat, and holding me without counsel for forty-two days. I have connections. I know people.'

Frankenstein glanced at Monk for the first time since Middlesex had entered the room. This had gone about as badly as it was possible to go, and the first thing that Middlesex was going to do when they left this dreadful dark office was lift the phone and call in the dogs of State.

'Are we finished?' asked Middlesex coldly.

Frankenstein didn't reply. He glanced at Monk, looked back quickly at Middlesex and then turned to the door.

'How long?' said Monk, looking at Middlesex.

'What?' he demanded in reply.

'How long until the day of judgement?'

Frankenstein stared at her, a strange creep of nerves up his spine. He yearned for the days when he would have found that question absurd.

'Satan already walks in our midst,' said Middlesex coldly. 'He wears many disguises. It will not be long before the Lord reclaims his realm. We will all be judged before God. Who then will be able to stand?'

The door opened. She looked round to see the back of Frankenstein leaving much more quickly than he had entered. She glanced at Middlesex, laid the book down on the desk and followed her boss from the small, dingy office, that no longer seemed quite so warm and comfortable.

Steam Pants!

––––––––
Barney walked into the small office on the tenth floor, which he had used as a barbershop for three days. Had a couple of pairs of scissors to pick up. Collect them, find one or two people to say goodbye to, if there was anyone there, and then he'd be on his way. One more night in London, maybe, and then head off. Not sure what to do about Daniella Monk. Harlequin Sweetlips was an easier problem with which to deal, as she would just be better avoided. Maybe he wouldn't be given the choice anyway. Hadn't seen her for two days, perhaps he wouldn't again. Her business with Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane, assuming that it was her business and not someone else's, must almost be at an end. Then she would more than likely disappear into the ether and never be heard from again. Until, at least, a spate of bizarre murders in the middle of Texas or Ohio or the Brazilian rainforest.
Daniella Monk was an altogether trickier problem. Did not for a second want to leave her behind, but he didn't want to stay in London. Would she want to go and live in Millport? Did anyone really want to go and live in Millport? Yet there was something else, some strange notion lurking in his subconscious, that told him that he owed her much.

'All right?' said a voice behind him.

He turned, to be greeted by the smiling face of Nigel Achebe.

'Hello,' said Barney. 'Still here?'

'Yes, no problem for me, my friend. I am onto a good thing, no point in walking out without being pushed. And if you get pushed, you've got actions you can take. The courts, no?'

'Aye,' said Barney, 'suppose you're right. I'm walking, all the same.'

'Well, that's cool, we've all got our own ideas. Listen, you have time to give me a quick once over? A number one should not take you more than a couple of minutes.'

Barney nodded. Why not? It wasn't as if he was walking out of here to go and be a marketing consultant somewhere else. This was what he was going back to, might as well start now.

'Sure, son,' said Barney, and Nigel Achebe, whose confidence had been strangely growing throughout the day, took to the big chair.

Settled down, studied himself in the mirror, sucked his lips, liked what he saw. Looking good, feeling good. Barney threw the cape around him, taped the velcro at the back, gave the razor an unnecessary brush, plugged it in. Studied the blank canvas of the head before him, really nothing to be done other than what had been requested, bit of tidying at the back, and he set the buzzer going.

'You're looking very chipper,' said Barney, going straight into smooth barber-chat mode, 'for one who was busted as a conspirator this morning.'

Achebe smiled.

'I am Nigerian,' he said. 'We have a way of coming back. I am reborn.'

'Smashing,' said Barney. 'How did that work?'

Achebe eyed him in the mirror. Barney could tell he was considering whether or not to take the plunge of conversation, knew instinctively that he'd go for it.

'Yes,' said Achebe, as a way of starting, 'I have to admit I was about to walk out with the other three. Then Mr. Orwell took a look at an outline I put before him on Friday, and then he comes looking to ask me to stay. Life is just so totally screwed up. Offered me Head of MAD, which seems crazy, but he says it is only temporary. Suits me for the moment.'

'There you are,' said Barney, running the razor slowly across the top of his napper. 'What was the outline?'

'Part of the Exron deal,' said Achebe.

'Ah,' said Barney. 'The never ending story.'

'Steam Pants,' said Achebe.

Barney nodded, negotiated the ears.

'Missed that one,' he said. 'Sounds like a leftover from the Soviet block. Something from the '50s to help their athletes during the winter.'

Achebe laughed. 'I do not think that's where the people at Exron are coming from.'

'So what are they then?' asked Barney. 'Pants which produce steam as a primary purpose, or are they technically advanced underwear, producing steam as a by-product?'

'Well, there is the thing,' said Achebe. 'They are opening the line with two products, aimed at the top end of the market, you know the underwear connoisseur, the man or woman of refinement, the upper echelons of society, looking for that little bit extra in underpant sophistication.'

'It's amazing such people exist,' said Barney.

'They have polled.'

'Of course.'

'So, they are launching with the Condensation Special, a firm pant, lined with some sort of light steam resistant alloy, intended to gently heat the buttocks and genital area. You know, for that delicious glow around the bottom on those cold winter mornings. I am thinking the marketing campaign will feature a man and a woman walking hand in hand through the snow-covered streets of Boston, smiling contentedly, with the tag line, Warmth Without Discomfort, The Future Of Underwear.'

'I know I'd buy a pair,' said Barney, sweeping across the head with vigour and a certain flamboyance. 'Does the woman come as standard?'

Achebe laughed.

'The second type at launch,' he continued, 'will be of a more sexual nature, yet still stylish and comfortable, and able to be worn in any day-to-day situation. This will be a pant with at least seven or eight different moving parts, able to satisfy and encourage any of the numerous erogenous zones situated around the underwear area. The pants themselves will be steam powered, with a small escape valve at the side letting out the superfluous vapour.'

'That sounds like a quality pant,' said Barney.

'Exactly. For the campaign I am thinking, you know, some hot but not out and out babe figure, say Jorja Fox from CSI. We show her doing some show-type situation, you know picking some fellow's head out of a pond, or cutting up maggots, then reveal that all the while she is getting a sexual kick from the underwear. You know, the point being, it does not matter what you are doing, any time of the day, does not matter who you are, you could be getting turned on.'

'Maybe you just want to show someone sitting at their office desk,' said Barney, the razor sweeping majestically around the right ear area with extraordinary flourish.

'You think?' said Achebe. 'Well, we shall see. I think Mr. Orwell quite liked it. Anyway, I am going for the tag line, The Vapour Delight: Pants So Advanced They Need Their Own Power Source.'

'Excellent,' said Barney.

'The packaging for the two specials will feature a picture of a man or woman standing around in the pants, with the line Wearing Suggestion underneath.'

'You've got all the angles covered,' said Barney.

'Yes,' said Achebe. 'You can see why Mr. Orwell came back on his hands and knees.'

Barney smiled, making the final looping swish with the razor, and that was that for the number one all over. He popped the guard off the razor and started touching up the back of the neck and the general aural area.

The door opened. A young bloke Barney had never seen before poked his head in.

'Hi,' he said.

'Aye?' said Barney, looking at him in the mirror, while he applied the finishing touches to the rear of Achebe's neck.

'Márquez, Accounts,' said Arid Márquez, previously number three at Accounts, now suddenly thinking he might have a shot at the top job – although he didn't – and deciding that he really ought to have his hair cut in an appropriate manner. Currently sporting a bit of an unnecessary Spandau Ballet. (Marcus Blade had been impressed for about two seconds.) 'Heard you were back cutting hair,' he said.

Barney straightened, turned and looked at him. He'd been back cutting hair for less than five minutes. Neither of the parties involved had left the room. How did this stuff get around? He shrugged, didn't care, not even interested enough to ask.

'Take a seat,' he said. 'I'm nearly done.'

Another few buzzes with the razor into the back of Achebe's neck, and he was finished. Márquez loitered behind, unwilling to sit down, for he who sits down in marketing isn't keeping up with those who are running, that's what he was thinking. Orwell had taught him that.

Barney whipped the cape off, brushed away quickly at Achebe's shoulders and stepped back. Achebe looked in the mirror, very impressed, ran his hand across his head, stood up and shook Barney by the hand.

'It has been a pleasure,' he said.

'Thanks,' said Barney.

Achebe embraced him with one last smile, and walked from the office, saying 'Mr Márquez!' to Márquez as he passed him.

'Sit down,' said Barney, indicating the seat.

Márquez looked at the seat, checked the door, worrying about what to say. Looked at Barney and back to the seat.

'You can't do a haircut to go?' he asked.

The Satanic Clamp

––––––––
Thomas Bethlehem stood on the tarmac at Fiumicino Airport, Rome, pulling his coat tightly into his chest against the strength of an alien cold wind gusting across the airfield. Preparing to board his new Learjet 85. Due to arrive at London City at 1642hrs, he would be met by car and dropped at his Canary Wharf office at 1723hrs. Meeting called for 1730hrs, and he would have Orwell sorted, and anyone else who needed putting down, put down by 1751hrs. If there was anybody left.
'What are they doing having us standing on the runway with a wind like this?' he said to the woman next to him.

Harlequin Sweetlips snuggled in closer to him, tucked up against his arm, using him as a shield against the cold.

'Doesn't seem so bad from where I'm standing,' she said, with that wicked little smile of hers.

Bethlehem snorted in a manner that was not quite as unattractive as the word snort suggests, and held her tightly against him.

*** 

Frankenstein and Monk walked away from St Paul's Cathedral slightly twitchy and looking over their shoulders. Talk of Satan and the End of Days was the kind of thing that happened in movies. Yet Monk still had a peculiar serenity about her that was not rubbing off on Frankenstein.

The snow had stopped, the clouds had cleared and the day was turning back to being crisp and clear and sharp and wonderful, and they kicked the snow as they walked.

'You seem calm,' said Frankenstein.

'Yes,' said Monk.

'Are you an alien inhabiting my sergeant's body?'

'Not any more.'

'Ah, fuck,' said Frankenstein.

'What?' asked Monk.

Frankenstein pointed at his car and the robust yellow clamp attached to the front right.

'Crap,' he said. 'That's it, that's what happens.'

'What d'you mean?'

'This is what happens when you start investigating weird shit. People don't want you investigating weird shit and bad stuff starts to happen to you. Particularly when the weird shit is attached to a personal friend of the Prime Minister. We're the police for crying out loud, and we're getting clamped. Bastards.'

They approached the car. Frankenstein pointlessly booted the clamp.

'All that stuff you get in movies about Satan and weird shit 'n' all. It's all a load of crap. This, wheel clamping, small time annoyances, this is true Satanism on the front line. This is the kind of thing they do.'

Monk smiled. Frankenstein the expert.

He muttered something dark and turned away, taking his phone from his pocket. Monk leaned back against the car, looked up at the blue sky. In her relaxed state was wondering if Frankenstein was beginning to lose it. Didn't mind if he was. In the cold, clear light of day, it all seemed dubious and absurdly speculative. Satan did not walk amongst them.

So many things seem sensible or possible or realistic in the middle of the night, or in the darkness of your own mind, or around the table amongst a group of conspirators, but once they're out in the open, to be judged by those not affected, the radical idea can seem stupid and inane, exposed and ludicrous.

Satan? Although if there was a Satan, then logically that would mean there was a God, and just at that thought Monk felt a warmth inside her and the vision of a kind guy leaning across her bed touching her forehead flitted through her mind and was gone.

Frankenstein turned, dragging his feet, putting his cell phone back in his pocket.

'Called a mate of mine down at Piccadilly,' he said. 'He's going to send someone along to get the thing off. Jesus, these people get my humph right up.'

'What people?'

'God, I don't know. Everyone.'

'All right,' she said, 'so where do we go now?'

Frankenstein grunted again, stared at his feet, didn't look her in the eye. Monk watched him for a few seconds, then looked around at the undisturbed snow in the trees. Thought about Barney Thomson, wondered how he was getting on today. Hoped she could see him that evening.

'So,' said Frankenstein, kicking snow, 'you're in love with Barney Thomson?'

Monk looked up, surprised.

'You really want to talk about that?' she asked, at the same time delighted to have the chance to discuss Barney, even if it was only with Frankenstein.

'Not really,' said Frankenstein. 'Thought I should ask, but I couldn't give a shit.'

'Yeah,' said Monk, ignoring him. 'The real thing. Straight up, first time I saw him. Just keeps getting heavier and heavier every time we meet. Can't stop thinking about him, you know that way. Don't think I've had anything like this before. God, might be the real thing. You read about this in magazines. I mean—'

'Yeah,' said Frankenstein, interrupting. 'Not the kind of magazines I read.'

'It's just like—'

'You know, Danno, you can probably stop talking now.'

'Right.'

'He knows something he's not telling us. It's the same as the last time. There's weird shit going on, I have no idea what it is, and I think he does.'

Monk let out a deep breath and stared at the snow.

'Right,' she said.

Frankenstein kicked some snow and muttered under his breath, then said fuck quite loudly and started to wander away.

*** 

Barney was just about to call it a wrap on his last day of work at Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane. And for the first time in a long while, he'd really quite enjoyed himself. From quiet beginnings, and without really taking off into any sort of mad rush, he had spent the entire afternoon cutting the hair of the company employees. And maybe it was just him, but it seemed as if they were getting younger and younger as the day progressed. So many of the older young guns had been killed, that they'd had to resort to hiring twelve-year-olds.

Just after five, last cut of the day. He'd bestowed a series of beautiful cuts, everything from a Belgrade Mafia Spectacular to a Hoagy Carmichael, in a glorious afternoon of barbetorial invention. For the final cut he'd been requested to deliver a millimetre perfect Johnny Depp (Chocolat), and he was about his business, pleased with the overall effect and nearly finished. Jack Beckett, head of accounts, second haircut in four days, was quite happy with what was going on in the mirror, thinking his new look was in keeping with his senior position in money laundering.

With a final elaborate fanfare, and the use of a series of heavy mechanical implements, Barney patted the hair into place and called time on the event. Not much conversation had taken place between them, in order to facilitate a quick and precise piece of work, but the haircut was done and Barney was feeling good about the day.

Beckett stood up, still admiring himself in the mirror. Did a few things with his head in order to follow the movement of the hair, swishing it this way and that. Wondered about asking for lime green fluorescent ends, so that it would look really cool in the dark. Maybe next time. This was a haircut so damn cool, it didn't need embellishment.

'Thanks, Dude,' he said to Barney.

Barney almost pulled an Anthony Hopkins (Remains Of The Day) on him for Illegal Use Of The Word Dude, but instead took his proffered hand and shook it.

'No bother, big fella,' he said. 'A pleasure.'

Beckett turned, gave himself another once over in the mirror, and then was gone, legging it out into the rugged wilds of the offices of BF&C. Barney watched him go, checking the hair more than anything else. Another beaut of a cut, although he felt only satisfaction at a job well done, rather than any hubris at his own god-like hairdressing qualities.

He turned back to his workplace and started clearing up, confident that he'd seen the last of the collective. Lifted the brush, started sweeping the detritus of the Johnny Depp into a pile. Glanced outside at the grey, darkening skies. Something made him lay down the brush and go to the window. He looked down on the river, out across London, the city still predominantly white. The day had grown colder as it progressed, and the clouds suggested more snow. A tour boat was passing beneath him, no more than six or seven cold souls admiring the regenerated east end as they floated on by.

He turned back and looked at his work station. Two pairs of scissors, one razor with nine different attachments, a cut-throat razor, combs and brushes and product. That was his life. And it was time to scoop it up and move it to Millport. Suddenly he felt the weight of melancholy, of being alone in a quiet place. The melancholy of leaving something behind.

The problem with Millport, the problem he had run away from, was of a small shop with few customers and three employees. When he returned he was going to have to tell Keanu that he wasn't required any more. Maybe even Igor. How could he do that to either of them?

Money. It always came down to money.

He started to sigh, stopped it halfway; there was no one here to sigh for, no one with whom to share his despondency. Daniella Monk, that was who he wanted, but what was there going to be for her to do in a weary town on the dreich west coast of Scotland? She was a London girl, didn't seem weighed down by the city as Barney was. When removed from it she might be lost.

And so he made the decision that this would be his last night in London, a train to Glasgow the following day, the train down to Largs, the boat over to the island, and then maybe he would walk the five miles round to the town, rather than catching the bus. If it wasn't raining, which it very possibly would be.

He lifted himself away from the window and the snow. Toyed with the idea of leaving everything as it was, a kind of Mary Celeste of the barbershop world, his last testament to working in the Big Smoke. And maybe, if Harlequin Sweetlips managed to get hold of him, it would be his last testament to the world.

Avoid Sweetlips, he thought to himself, lifting the brush and giving up on the last testament idea, and go and see Daniella Monk one last time before heading off. See how it goes, maybe imply that she could come with him if she wanted to.

Then, maybe not. Maybe he could just leave without ever seeing Monk again. She could be his lost love, the one he would fondly remember for the rest of his life. His might-have-been. If his life was Shakespeare – and there had been enough death in it for it to have been a couple of acts of Titus Andronicus – Monk would be the tragic, misunderstood love, only revealed when one or other of them lay on their deathbed. She would be the woman his biographers would recall as his one true love, who haunted him for the rest of his days. It would suit his poor, treacherous soul. His artistic soul.

The door opened. He turned. Jude Orwell. Barney's heart sank even further. Had said his goodbyes, didn't feel any further need to spend more time with the man.

'Mr Orwell,' he said, formally.

'You're still here, Barn,' he said.

'My soul has already left,' said Barney. 'It's back in Scotland, and tomorrow I'm going to catch a train to join it. You know, might even take the sleeper tonight.'

'That's cool, Barn,' said Orwell, 'but seeing as you're still here, I need you for the next hour. Can you do it?'

'For this meeting with Bethlehem?'

'Yeah.'

Barney leaned on the end of his brush.

'No,' he said. 'And by that, I mean, no. No, no, no, no, no, no, no. In case of any doubt that those words might generate in the listener, can I reiterate my stance by saying, absolutely, one hundred percent, categorically, no. The answer is no.'

Orwell smiled, rather than dropping to his knees, as Barney had been expecting.

'Everyone's got his price, Barn,' he said. 'I know you're leaving, but I just need you for this. Voting rights, you know.'

'Thought you were getting someone else?'

Orwell looked down at the carpet. He wasn't lying, just uncomfortable with the truth.

'I put Achebe in as Head of MAD,' he said.

'I know,' said Barney.

Another hesitation.

'Got a call from Bethlehem after that. Someone in the company must've been speaking to him. Told me to hold all recruitment until he returned this evening. Fortunately I hadn't informed him of your resignation at this point, but it means I can't replace you. I need you. Totally. If you're not there, it's me and Achebe against Bethlehem and this woman. Split down the flippin' middle, and we're shafted. Won't get anywhere.'

Barney wanted to smile. The machinations of business. Marginally more complex versions of the games you play in the school playground, but that was all it was.

'No.'

'I'll pay you a consultancy fee.'

'No.'

'Really, Barn,' said Orwell, pushing the envelope, or whatever it is they say they're doing, as Barney leaned on his brush and tried to concentrate on not picking it up and whacking Orwell over the head with it. 'I'm talking cash. We have cash. A large cash fee for one hour's work, that's all it needs. You've done some stellar stuff in the last couple of days, man, I need you there with me. Name your price. You can have the cash, and you can be walking out of here in a couple of hours with money behind you.'

The salesman in him detected the change in Barney's attitude.

'I don't know what your life plans are, Barn, or what your financial set-up is, but flippin' heck, mate, you're a barber. It can't be that great. Everyone needs a little extra.' A pause. Could see Barney's mind working. 'What d'you say?'

Barney was still leaning on the broom, but was annoyed for allowing himself to be brought into this. Orwell, unfortunately, was right. He did need money. Enough money to get back home and keep the shop going for another few years.

Was this serendipity in its purist form? Just as he had started to consider the problem inherent in his return to the Millport shop, the solution appeared in his inbox.

'A hundred and fifty thousand,' said Barney suddenly and absurdly.

He had chosen to start high, thinking that Orwell would negotiate him down. However, such was Orwell's desperation that the man just burst out laughing at having made the sale. At any price, he'd thought walking into the room, and that was what he had. A hundred and fifty thousand was nothing. In fact, it was cheap, if it helped get Bethlehem out.

'Sorted,' he said, walking forward and extending his hand. 'A hundred and fifty grand, you sit in on the meeting, you don't contradict anything I say, you back me up totally when required, you follow my lead in everything.'

Barney smiled.

'Smashing,' he said.

'Right,' said Orwell, 'leave all this stuff. It can be the testament to your final day as a barber at my company. Come on, we've not got much time before Bethlehem gets here, and we need to—'

The door opened. Orwell stopped in his stride. He and Barney turned. Thomas Bethlehem was standing in the doorway. And beside him was the new Head of Other Contracts, a very, very attractive woman, already known to one of the two men currently in the meeting room.

Meeting Of The Damned

––––––––
Frankenstein and Monk were sitting in the car. The clamp had been removed, but Frankenstein had not moved on. Monk had eventually dozed off, realising that she was still suffering from the day before. Had left hospital much too early. Was surprised that when she woke up, after seemingly having been asleep for hours, they were still sitting in the same place. Frankenstein was wide awake, staring straight ahead.
They sat in a long silence while Monk slowly came from the depths of dreamless slumber. She stretched, rubbed her eyes, yawned. Smelled coffee, noticed there was a cup sitting in the holder beside her. She looked at Frankenstein.

'That still warm?' she asked.

Frankenstein nodded without looking round. 'Been there about twenty minutes, but they were too damned hot to start with so it should be OK.'

She picked it up, took a sip. Felt the warmth and the taste slide slowly inside. Rested her head back, was aware of the pains from the day before, residual aches all over her body.

'Why are we still here?' she asked eventually.

Frankenstein drained his cup of coffee.

'If we go back to the station, Strumpet will rip us to shreds. He's already demanding we get back there. So if we go, we're toast.'

'So you thought we'd sit here instead? Interesting tactic. You reckon if we just don't go back to the station for, say, another three months, he'll have forgotten about it?'

Frankenstein finally turned and looked at her. She was surprised to see him smiling. If he'd been human she might have thought she'd amused him.

'Funny. We're going to sit here until the Archbishop leaves the premises. And then we're going to follow him. Actually, you're going to follow him. At that point, I'll go back to the station and hope that Strumpet's gone home for the night.'

Monk glanced over at St Paul's Cathedral, imposing in the gathering grey gloom of late afternoon.

'So why didn't you just leave me here and go back to the station this afternoon? I mean, I can't believe you're actually scared of him.'

Frankenstein glanced at her, held her gaze for a second, then looked forward again without saying anything. She regarded him curiously.

'Does this mean that you stayed here to let me sleep, that you're waiting to make sure that I'm all right? Seriously?'

She smiled. She had him pegged.

'Don't be absurd, Sergeant,' he said. 'There are pints of beer that I care more about than you.'

She laughed, ignoring the last remark.

'You're sweet sometimes,' she said eventually.

Frankenstein humphed. Monk laughed again, smiled, stared out the window. Drank coffee, drank in the warm silence. Slowly the smile faded. Her eyes drifted along St. Paul's. She thought about the odds and the angles.

'Aren't there going to be about six ways out of that place?'

'There are three likely exit points, and we have the other two covered.'

'Cool,' she said. 'So we're staking out the Prime Minister's personal religious adviser. Is someone recording this for YouTube?'

'Yeah, you keep up the witty banter, Sergeant,' said Frankenstein. 'That'll see us through the boredom of the next couple of hours.'

She took another sip of coffee and smiled again. The sky darkened. The cars queued up around them. A cyclist narrowly avoided clipping the car's wing mirror. Pedestrians surged and waned.

'And you do know that Barney Thomson is going to end up involved in this in some way?'

She looked at him curiously. 'Why?'

'That man isn't a bad penny,' muttered Frankenstein, 'he's a biblical fucking plague.'

*** 

The meeting was finally assembled, each member of the caucus carefully checking out the others, none of them quite sure how it was all going to go; and, in some cases, without any real idea what they were actually doing there. At the top of the table was the Chief Executive, Thomas Bethlehem. To his right, Head of Accounts, Jack Beckett, present but without any voting rights. His hair looked great. Next, Bethlehem's Chief of Staff & Operations, Jude Orwell, and then Head of TV Contracts Barney Thomson. No one at the other end of the table, and heading back up the table towards Bethlehem, there sat the Union Representative, who had insisted on being present despite also not having any voting rights, the wonderful and demure Imelda Marcos. Next to her the new Head of MAD, Nigel Achebe, and then finally at Bethlehem's left hand, his new Head of Other Contracts. A very attractive woman, drawing a reasonable amount of attention from the men in attendance, and inspiring cautious looks of antipathy and loathing from Imelda Marcos. And it wasn't Harlequin Sweetlips, who had flown to London with Bethlehem but had then gone off on some brief mission of her own. (Although in this instance her mission had been to get a bagel and a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon.)

It was Taylor Bergerac, formerly of Waferthin.com.

Five minutes in and Bethlehem was conducting the meeting as if nothing was amiss. No more than a passing reference to the dear departed souls, those wretched victims of Harlequin Sweetlips. Not so much as a nod nor a wink to all the skullduggery and shenanigans which had been taking place behind his back, and he had moved freely into outlining the list of contracts which he had managed to gain for the company during the course of his trip overseas; a trip that was not yet complete, as he would shortly be heading north of the border to complete the biggest deal in British marketing history.

He gave no concession to the fact that he was bidding to save his place in the company, but it was an excellent pitch all the same. Of the two men lined up behind Jude Orwell, only Barney was not sitting there debating whether he had fallen in behind the wrong man, and whether now might just be the time to switch allegiance. Barney was as impressed with Bethlehem as Achebe currently was, but just didn't actually care enough about any of it to give consideration to whose side he was on.

Jude Orwell, however, had not heard a word. Suddenly the company, on which he had been desperate to get his hands, no longer seemed at all important. For instead of him stealing the firm away from Bethlehem, it had been Bethlehem who'd been the thief. Taylor Bergerac was sitting right beside him, in the wondrous, incredible, astounding flesh. Every inch of her a work of glorious art, every curve a corner at Le Mans, every eyelash a whip to pain his back, and he could not take his eyes from her.

He was gawping. It hadn't gone unnoticed amongst the rest of the crazy gang, but he didn't care. She glanced at him occasionally, met his eye, and her face was rich with contempt. Orwell didn't see it, though; too confused and conflicted to know what Bergerac was thinking. Managed to drag his eyes away from her a couple of times to look with resentment at Bethlehem, but always looked away before he caught his eye. Tried telling himself to focus on the meeting, that he still had it in the bag, that he was going to triumph and shaft Bethlehem despite his pathetic stunt, but he couldn't think about business. Not now. Not when there was a goddess at the table, and the goddess was ramming him up the anal passage with an extendable umbrella.

'Further to that,' Bethlehem continued, completely ignoring Orwell and concentrating on those whose vote he would have to swing, 'I've actualised an initial contact with Fiat. Travelling back there tomorrow; no point in dealing with the London end, that's where all the people at the likes of Carter go wrong. You get in at base camp. So I'll be pitching a few ideas about how they should be speaking to their audience in Britain. Got a good in, quietly confident, and we're looking at mega on that one.'

Another look around the room, deciding which of the men to target on this call. A straightforward decision.

'Nigel,' he said, talking to a man he'd never even seen before as if he might have been his oldest friend, 'I'll be looking for your help. In fact, it might be best if you met me in Rome on Wednesday morning. You cool with that? Go out there tomorrow evening, have Imelda book you a suite at the Hilton. We can hook up in the bar for a late night chat about tactics. Obviously need to get you out of this ridiculous MAD thing. You're a quality ideas man, we need you in marketing.'

Achebe nodded. Temporarily lost for words, which didn't go down at all well with Bethlehem, because this was a business where you could never afford to be lost for words. Not for a second. Still, the main unspoken thing emanating from Achebe's id during his brief temporarily lost for words period, was that his vote had just most definitely switched.

'See you in the bar at 2200hrs,' he said eventually, which represented a reasonable salvage operation.

'Cool,' said Bethlehem, acknowledging the quality of the recovery.

Then he took a glance at Beckett and Barney Thomson. Beckett didn't have a vote, Thomson did, although already he didn't actually need it; had enough in the bag. Orwell hadn't even noticed.

Bethlehem paused, assessing the situation. He knew people, that was why he was so good at what he did, that was why he was always in complete control. He studied Barney. Barney held his gaze in return, and the two men read each other straight off. Barney, the consummate barber, the man who'd spent his life listening to the stories of other men, who had learned to see inside their heads, knew what Bethlehem was about. Bethlehem had Barney's disinterest equally pegged; curious as to what he was doing there.

'Jack!' he said, suddenly turning to Beckett, 'you've been pretty quiet.'

Truth be told, they had all been quiet, as Bethlehem had so far been exercising a complete monopoly of the meeting.

'Just taking it in,' said Beckett quickly.

'Excellent,' said Bethlehem. 'It's more important to listen than to talk. We've obviously been having some staffing difficulties recently, which I don't really want to discuss. Clearly, however, there's a lot of work to be done regenerating the company. We're going to need a good man heading up recruitment. Might be time to move you over from accounts. I know you're good with figures, but your real strength is people, I think we both know that. As soon as this meeting is over, we'll have you heading up MAD. We need a return to the old ways, the old values, you know. I'm looking at creating a new revamped and revitalised Personnel Branch, much, much bigger resources, and I'd like you, Jack, to lead the team.'

Head of Personnel. Not even Human Resources. I am good with people, thought Beckett, totally convinced.

He nodded, immediately comfortable with his new authority.

'I'd be honoured, sir,' he said. 'I've already got some good ideas regarding the places we can start thinking about drawing talent from.'

'Fantastic,' said Bethlehem. He paused, looking around the table, even taking in Orwell this time. Orwell, for his part, had finally woken up. Maybe it was the mention of Human Resources, but something had dragged him from his stupor. He had studied Beckett's face as he'd spoken to Bethlehem, and he'd realised what had just happened. Suddenly he felt a hand gripping at his stomach, the abrupt realisation of panic, that all his plans had just been swiped out from under him. He'd sat like a rock, a dead weight, stupefied by the presence of Taylor Bergerac, whilst Bethlehem had manipulated the meeting to his complete advantage.

Orwell swiftly looked at Achebe, who was looking back at him, but immediately averted his eyes. Him as well. That was the important one, and he felt like he'd been punched in the stomach. He looked at Barney. Barney was bored. Bethlehem hadn't got to him, but that didn't matter. Achebe had been pilfered from right under his nose.

''Melda,' said Orwell, looking at her. Imelda Marcos did not feel so uncomfortable, did not feel the need to avert her eyes. Didn't say anything, but her contempt for Orwell was there for him to read.

He looked around the table, aware that everyone was looking at him, waiting on him. If there was going to be a vote, if there was going to be some dramatic change in the company, it was going to come from Orwell. This was his big moment. This was what he had planned for months. Instead he had allowed himself to be so utterly shafted by Bethlehem that he was suddenly abandoned in pathetic impotence. Even if Barney backed him, if the hundred and fifty thousand he'd handed over was to work in his favour, what good would it do him? The vote would still be 3-2.

He could attempt a rally, only needed to win back Achebe's vote, then he could get that turncoat Beckett out of there, but he knew, even though he hadn't really been listening to how Bethlehem had won Achebe over, that there was no chance. And Orwell's way was one of subtlety and deceit, sophistication and intrigue. He knew he couldn't win an open battle with Bethlehem across the boardroom table. He needed to have had them sewn up before he got here, which he'd thought he had done. Stitched up by the presence of Taylor Bergerac, and finally Orwell's eyes settled on her.

'Jude,' said Bethlehem, 'I think everyone might be waiting to see if you have anything to say.'

Orwell dragged his eyes away from the poison of Bergerac and looked at Bethlehem. He had tried to talk himself up into thinking that he was walking in here as an equal, if not the man in charge, and instead he had been completely and utterly laid waste. Shafted beyond his most awful imaginings. He didn't feel Bethlehem's equal, he felt two inches tall. Every insecurity he'd ever bottled up inside was now flooding to the surface, rushing and pushing and galloping its way from his subconscious, so that he felt as if he was physically shrinking. Seemed like he was now looking up at Bethlehem from a position of complete humiliation, degradation and obloquy.

'Jude?' Bethlehem said, the name now spiked with scorn.

Orwell swallowed, mind kicking into some sort of action. Knew there was nothing to be done for now. Maybe it was back to the drawing board, but he couldn't give up this easily. Had to retreat, withdraw to the safety of his own office, reassess where he'd gone wrong and then return with new battle strategies, armed with new weapons, and surrounded with people he could rely on.

'After such a tumultuous time for the firm,' said Bethlehem, 'I would've thought that the Chief of Staff & Operations might have had some comment regarding the situation.'

The two men stared at one another, the rest of the table forgotten. Orwell read everything in the gaze; he'd been utterly defeated, and for all the time that he thought he'd been conspiring against Bethlehem, building his power base and getting ready to triumph and assume complete command & control functions, it'd been Bethlehem who'd held all the cards, who still controlled his own and the company's destiny.

'If you've nothing to say, I think it's reasonable to expect your resignation on my desk before I return to Rome this evening.'

The words were accompanied by a lifting of the eyebrows and Orwell felt it right down to his boots, felt the weight of Bethlehem's $15,000 shoes squashing him into the dirt.

Bethlehem started smiling, then he looked down the table to Imelda Marcos, who recoiled, surprised at suddenly being drawn into the battle.

'Imelda,' said Bethlehem, and Orwell looked down the table, feelings of insecurity suddenly being replaced by a growing anger at his humiliation. 'I've realised how long you've been wasted sitting at the front desk. I was thinking on the plane on the way over here that maybe you need some more responsibility. Perhaps not the full portfolio that Jude was realising, but certainly I'd like to see you as my Chief of Staff in the short term. See how it goes, Imelda, and we could maybe look at expanding your portfolio in the future.'

Imelda Marcos had never before heard her name applied in the same sentence as the word portfolio. She gaped. Orwell breathed out a long disgusted sigh, turned back to Bethlehem, this time looking daggers at him, rather than from his previous position of defeat.

'Yes,' said Imelda eventually, unable to think of anything else.

'Fantastic,' said Bethlehem, and he looked around the room. Achebe turned to Imelda, gave her a smile and a you're one of us wink; she gushed back at him.

Bethlehem's eyes fell on Barney Thomson. The meeting had been brief and he had completely dominated it, as intended. The only problem for him, the only thing that exercised his doubt, that made him think that perhaps everything wasn't as smooth as he'd hoped, was the presence of this man. He had been a complete cypher, watching the action unfold, seemingly disinterested; so much so, that he could smell his disinterest. Yet Bethlehem had a sense of the man, and it had suddenly given him an uneasy feeling. Felt like there would be more to come from Barney Thomson, another part for the man to play in his life. And a more important part than sitting anonymously at a board meeting.

Having avoided him at first, Barney finally looked up and met Bethlehem's eyes. Once more the others picked up on the interplay between two of the principal characters.

'What d'you know about TV Contracts?' asked Bethlehem bluntly, although without having the confidence the question suggested. It demanded a negative answer. It demanded that Barney know nothing about it, that he could tear Barney apart in front of these people.

'Nothing,' said Barney, with equal bluntness. No reason for him to get sucked into gunslinging, particularly when the way for him to win was to walk away without any fight whatsoever.

'So,' said Bethlehem, voice dropping a notch or two, a more sadistic coldness creeping in, although he knew himself that it was only for the benefit of the others in the room, 'what is it that makes you qualified to be Head of TV Contracts at a firm like Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane?'

Barney contemplated a few minutes of Mexican stand-off, winding him up perhaps, some mischief-making, capitalising on a situation where he didn't care and Bethlehem did. However, he didn't even have the heart or the interest for that. Might as well be honest, because no one cared any more, and the man who had hired him to this position had been completely defeated.

'Your man,' said Barney, indicating Orwell without taking his eyes off Bethlehem, 'paid me large sums of money to sit here and back him up, notwithstanding the fact that I haven't actually had to do it, as it's hard to back someone up when they're not contributing anything to a meeting. Subsequent to this, however, I intend going on my way and never setting foot amidst your sad collective ever again. So, I know nothing about TV contracts, and I don't care.'

Bethlehem snorted, looked with disgust at Barney. Annoyed at himself for having started a conversation he'd realistically known he was never going to win.

'You're fired,' he said abruptly.

'I've already resigned effective the end of this meeting,' said Barney.

'Is the meeting over? No. So I'm firing you before you resign.'

Barney smiled, kept Bethlehem's gaze. Bethlehem was angry at himself for creating this ridiculous situation, yet he couldn't stop himself.

'Nigel,' he said, 'you'll be the new man in charge of TV, you cool with that?'

Nigel Achebe nodded, tried not to gush, re-assuming a position of voting rights, and in marketing too, not in that stupid position that Orwell had given to him.

Bethlehem quickly looked around the rest of the room. Everyone else of one accord apart from the broken Orwell, all rebellions quashed. He was once more able to walk away and get on with the major business of the evening, safe in the knowledge that the Prince Johns of the firm had either been killed or at the very least, kicked soundly into touch.

'We're done,' he said brusquely. 'I've got an hour or two to look over a few things before I'm back at the airport. I'll be gone a few days, will likely return to the office Friday. I want to see every position filled by then, Beckett, we clear on that? Imelda can work with you on staffing.'

Beckett nodded, unimpressed with the boss's sudden change in humour, and with the fact of having to work with the receptionist.

'And I want you two,' he continued, looking at Bergerac and Achebe, 'to coordinate with Beckett to make sure you've got the right people behind you.'

Achebe nodded. Taylor Bergerac looked Bethlehem in the eye and wondered what the Hell he thought he was doing speaking to her as if she was some lackey. Remained silent.

Bethlehem rose to his feet, pushing the chair away behind him. Another quick look at the collective, checked the clock.

'Those of you who are staying, start making calls. I want progress this evening. Jude, write the letter and get the fuck out of the building by 1800hrs. You,' he said, looking at Barney, 'just get the fuck out.'

Barney saluted. Bethlehem fizzed and was quickly on his heels and out of the room, leaving the door open as he went. The others watched him go, then there were a few uncomfortable looks around the room, mostly directed the way of Orwell, the defeated general.

No need to linger, thought the spared few, and Marcos, Beckett and Achebe were quickly on the hoof, following their intrepid leader back out into the wilds of the company floor.

Three little Indians left in the room. Taylor Bergerac drilling holes into Orwell's skull, Orwell staring at the table, Barney Thomson getting to his feet, preparing to take his newly enforced leave from company headquarters. Orwell finally managed to lift his head and look someone in the eye; Barney as opposed to the woman who had just wholly buggered him.

'Barney,' he said.

'You made an arse of that,' said Barney.

Orwell nodded. 'Yeah,' he said.

'Or,' said Barney, indicating the demure but vicious figure of Taylor Bergerac sitting across the table, 'you had an arse of it made for you.'

Orwell breathed deeply. Barney shrugged. Another idiot bites the dust. But Orwell could be back, with another firm, if he could resuscitate his confidence. That itself would probably be in doubt, however.

'See you around, boss,' he said.

'Yeah,' said Orwell.

There was a certain camaraderie in the look that passed between them, but these were two men who would never see each other again, and they could afford to be dishonest in their presumptions of solidarity. Barney took a look at Bergerac, thought maybe there was something he recognised about her, couldn't really tell without her looking into his eyes, but she was still digging into Orwell's brain. There's a commonality between all women, thought Barney. That capability to betray and destroy men that is always there, no matter now dormant it might lie.

As he was about to move away she suddenly turned and looked at him, so that he got the insight into who she really was. Deep into her eyes, and he knew her. Got the shiver all across his back, felt the hairs on the back of his head tingle, the uncomfortable feelings of uneasiness and maybe even fear, that came with the realisation. He faced her for a few seconds, with Orwell looking between the two of them wondering what was being played out, and then Barney Thomson turned quickly and left the room.

He closed the door behind him, another barrier between him and the woman he'd just left – as if that would be enough – and walked quickly along the corridor to his new office, the room was also instantly about to become his old office.

'Time to get the F out of D, Barney,' he said to himself.

*** 

In the conference room, there were only two remaining. Jude Orwell and Taylor Bergerac, in a position that he had dreamt about for much of the previous four days. Him, her and a table. There were so many things he could do. But these were not the circumstances he'd anticipated. What was about to happen was not what he'd worked so hard to achieve.

Having said that, he was about to get fucked right enough.

'Right, you,' said Bergerac. 'I believe we've got a few things to sort out.'

Orwell swallowed, and for no reason that he could explain, suddenly felt very, very frightened.

The Battlefield Of Good And Evil

––––––––
Barney walked for the last time into the reception area of Bethlehem, Forsyth and Crane, on his way to the front door. He stopped and looked at Imelda, as she enjoyed her final shift as Receptionist before heading upstairs. He walked slowly over and bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement.
'Imelda,' he said, 'it's been a pleasure. Good luck with your new powers.'

'Thank you very much, Mr Thomson,' she replied.

They smiled at the formality, and then she walked round the desk and held her hand out towards him. He hesitated and then took it, shook it, drew her in towards him and gave her a long, lingering kiss on the lips. He drew away from her and nodded. Imelda blushed, and had a quick sensation of who was that masked man? as he turned and walked to the door.

'Mr Thomson.'

Barney stopped, closed his eyes. Just let me go, he thought. Hesitated with his hand at the door, but something made him turn, something made him realise that his work here was not finished, this story was not yet closed.

Thomas Bethlehem was walking briskly through reception. Imelda returned to her position to watch events.

'Mr Thomson,' said Bethlehem, 'you intrigue me.'

'Good,' said Barney, 'then let me go. Honestly, there's nothing beneath the intriguing front. No depth, no substance.'

'Oh, I doubt that,' said Bethlehem. 'I'm about to head off for a thing, a big piece of business we've been working on. Maybe you could join us.'

'No,' said Barney.

'I'd pay you a one-off consultancy fee,' he said sharply. 'And, as a matter of fact, I can give you a lift back to Glasgow.'

Barney stared into the smooth marketing eyes.

*** 

Jude Orwell faced his Nemesis. Had thought all along that his Nemesis would be Bethlehem, or maybe even the late Waugh, but instead it had turned out to be Taylor Bergerac, the previous object of his desire and affections. Bergerac sat back, looking strangely across the table. Orwell was having trouble holding her gaze, his eyes drifting to and from her, head all over the place, no idea what to do or to think. Finally cracked, stood up, turned his back and walked to the window. Heart thumping stupidly, the instant he turned his back the sensation of two holes being drilled in his spine. He leaned on the sill, looked down at the grey river ten floors below, the snow all around. Closed his eyes, wished he could be swallowed up.

He knew what the night held for him. Get hold of Weird Johnny down at the Pink Flamingo, and he'd have these feelings of unease and inadequacy sorted out in minutes. It was the only way, for the moment. Lock himself into that shit world for a few days, feel the weird that Johnny always promised, then come back in a week or two, in a fit state to return to business. At the moment, though, he felt so low that it was hard to imagine ever being in such a state again. Corrupted and broken.

'You're a stupid, snivelling little shit,' said Bergerac behind him. 'How could you imagine for one second that I was going to go for you?'

Orwell swallowed. Couldn't turn and look at her, couldn't trust himself to say anything. Already accepted that he would just have to stand there until she chose to leave, and if she chose instead to stay to ridicule and belittle him, to pound and crush him into the carpet even more than Bethlehem had done, then he was just going to have to take being pounded and crushed into the carpet.

'Look at me,' she said, the words spat out with scorn.

Taylor Bergerac was here to finish him off. Jude Orwell was not destined to walk out of the conference room; due to be dispatched the same way as the five other fools from BF&C. He would be wheeled out on a stretcher, along with the two police officers who were currently standing outside the room, finally aware of the true identity of the outrageously attractive woman who had consumed his mind.

'Look at me,' she repeated. 'Turn your pathetic little head. Now!'

Orwell was broken and deconstructed. Felt bruised and battered, crushed, put through the wringer, tossed from the eighty-fifth floor, splattered on the pavement. He turned slowly, a dismal wretch.

Looked into Bergerac's eyes, as slowly she raised herself to her feet.

'What goes around comes around,' she said, smiling all of a sudden.

'What?'

Her hand reached into the pocket of her long coat, where the small gun nestled, itching to blow a hole in Orwell's face.

'You pay for everything in life,' said Bergerac, 'and sometimes you have to pay more quickly than anticipated.'

'What d'you mean?' said Orwell, who was feeling lost.

'Just depends on who you owe,' said Bergerac, 'and unfortunately for you, you're in debt to a complete bastard.'

'What? What?' said Orwell, continuing his slide into total mental confusion.

Bergerac gripped the gun and felt the glorious tension of the kill in her arms and neck.

The door opened. A man stepped into the room. Orwell started, tore his eyes from Bergerac. Recognised the visitor, but couldn't place Him, thus sinking even further into commotion and bewilderment than he had previously. Bergerac turned slowly, recognised the one who had just entered, and settled back down into her seat, gun hidden, eyes rolling.

'Hey, Dude,' said God, nodding at Orwell. 'Miss,' he said to Bergerac. Bergerac nodded without looking at Him. There was always some idiot liable to come along and get in the way of a good murder.

'Jesus,' said Orwell, 'who are you again? You're a client?'

'What d'you mean, who am I?' said God, annoyed. 'I'm God, you idiot, who the Hell d'you think I am?'

'Jesus,' said Orwell, 'God. The other day. I am so all over the place.'

'Yeah, I know,' said God, 'I've been watching.'

He pulled out a seat and sat at the far end of the table, the chair which had been vacant during Bethlehem's demolition job. Drummed His fingers on the table, waited to see if Orwell was going to say anything for himself. Had been making all His approaches over the previous few days to people while they'd been alone, but it'd been obvious that He couldn't afford to wait until Orwell was alone or his soul would already be gone.

'What can I do for you?' asked Orwell.

'As the man said,' said God, 'it's not about you doing something for me, it's about me doing something for you.'

'What?' said Orwell. 'What?' And he looked at Bergerac, who was sitting submissively staring at the table, and almost wanted her to start up on him again, just to give him some continuity, some certainty in his life.

'That was good advice you gave me the other day,' said God. 'Buying souls. Very solid idea, got people queuing up. It's obviously a long term thing, you know, but there's going to be a big pay-off in a few decades, you know what I'm saying?'

Bergerac tutted loudly. God slung her a glance. Orwell hardly noticed.

'Well,' said Orwell, not entirely sure of what to say, 'that's great. It's good there's been something positive out of the last few days.'

'Definitely,' said God. 'So, been watching, I've seen the shit you're in, thought I might as well come round to see you with an offer, you know. Before it's too late. What d'you think, Bud? As good as it gets.'

From nowhere Orwell felt light-headed and he leaned more heavily back against the window sill. An offer from God. How would that manifest itself, what could he get in return for his soul?

'Jesus fuck,' he said, not attempting to moderate his language in any way, which to be honest was getting on God's wick a bit. 'I wouldn't know where to start at the moment.'

God looked at Bergerac, felt a little curious about her. Had kept her head down since He'd walked in. Wasn't about to suggest to Orwell that he could have Bergerac on a plate, because that would just be a total waste of the biggest payment he would ever make. Dealing with Bethlehem would be much more fulfilling for both of them.

'Think strategically,' said God. 'Big issue, rather than short term sexual gratification, eh?'

Bergerac tutted loudly again. God slung her a glance but didn't say anything. Beginning to contemplate just taking her out of the equation altogether with a thunderbolt or something.

Orwell was trying to get his head into gear, trying not to think of Taylor Bergerac and the contemptuous look with which she had destroyed him.

'So in return for you helping me nail Bethlehem and take control of the company, you get my soul for eternity?'

'You've nailed more than Bethlehem, friend,' said God. 'Right on the money. I'm obligated to point out the usual caveats about the lack of sex, drugs and rock 'n' roll in Heaven, but you know that already.'

Bergerac muttered something under her breath. God was beginning to think the time was nigh to eliminate her from proceedings.

Orwell stared at God, the benign presence at the far end of the table. He didn't really believe of course, not for a second. Hadn't believed it was God when He'd walked into his office the first time, hadn't even believed it when He'd torched poor Joyce across the table. Believed strangely that He would be able to help him get rid of Bethlehem, but not that he would be required to spend an eternity in some dull-ass place with no rock music and no recreational pharmaceuticals.

'Yep,' said Orwell, 'I think I might take you up on that, but I'm hoping we're not talking an instant deal here, because I'd like an hour or two to think about your end of the bargain.'

God raised His eyebrows. Didn't like being dictated to, and certainly not by pointless little cretins like Orwell.

'I'll give you two minutes, then the offer closes,' He said.

'Right,' said Orwell, instantly capitulating.

'Fuck,' said Bergerac looking up, 'I've heard enough. Enough already!'

'God, what now?' said Orwell. 'Can't we just have two minutes' consistency of conversation here? Please!'

Bergerac ignored him and looked at God. God studied Bergerac properly for the first time, then suddenly realisation dawned, His shoulders dropped and He slumped back in His chair.

'Aw, crap,' said God. 'It's you. You damn well pop up everywhere, you son-of-a-bitch.'

'Not everywhere,' said Bergerac, 'just where I have a vested interest.'

God held out His hands and looked to the skies. Pleading to Himself.

'I'm just trying to do my job, here,' He said. 'I don't need you sticking your horny-headed tail-assed backside into my business.'

Bergerac leant across the table, eyes blazing red for the first time, getting into God's face.

'This sucker,' she said extremely slowly, doing that whole George Clooney From Dusk 'Til Dawn thing that God also had down pat, 'sold his soul to me fourteen years ago.'

'Oh for crying out loud,' said God.

'You are sticking your whiter than white ass into my business.'

God stood up, shaking His head.

'Sorry man, really, I'm sorry. No idea. I'm going to have to speak to my people. Someone obviously screwed up big.'

'Yeah, yeah,' said Bergerac. 'But I'm telling ya, Bud, I'm not happy about you moving in on my territory.'

God smiled.

'All's fair in Heaven and on Earth,' He said.

'Screw you,' said Bergerac, giving God the finger.

Orwell, who was beginning to feel like David Beckham at a convention of Stephen Hawkings, poked his nose in to try to seek some understanding of what was going on.

'I'm getting a little lost here,' he said.

God and Bergerac looked at him with a due mixture of scorn, pity and contempt.

'You sold your soul to me when you were fifteen,' said Bergerac, 'because you wanted to sleep with your English teacher.'

God rolled His eyes.

'Mrs Cairns?' said Orwell.

'Mrs Cairns,' repeated Bergerac.

'She was hot for me!' said Orwell.

'The only reason,' said Bergerac, 'she went anywhere near your sorry, spotty little manhood, was because you sold your soul to me, and I turned her head so that she didn't know what the fuck she was doing.'

Orwell's mouth opened. Nothing immediately came out. He looked at God. He looked back at Bergerac. He thought of his fumbling, desperate, guilt-ridden fifteen minutes with Mrs Cairns.

'You are, I don't know, what?' he said.

'I,' said Bergerac, 'would be Satan, Prince of Darkness. I've just been toying with your pathetic soul for the last few days, you stupid anonymous little shit, because I'm a complete bastard. Now it's time to call in your number.'

This wasn't really helping Orwell. God, Satan, it was all getting a little too theological for him and he was beginning to believe that maybe he'd been transported to an asylum somewhere.

'So it's you who's been killing all the guys in the company?' said Orwell.

'Hell, no,' said Bergerac, invoking her hometown, 'that's some chick with her own agenda. Nothing to do with me, although you have to admire the quality of the work. But sure, I came along for the ride. I like to get more closely involved when there's murder going on.'

'I'm confused,' said Orwell.

'Fantastic,' said Bergerac. 'Let me aid you in your confusion.'

She pulled the gun from her coat pocket, and before there was even time for the surprise to register on Orwell's face, Bergerac had popped a bullet in his head, splattering his face across the window and Orwell's soul was descending to Hell.

The door opened, and Docherty and Clemens, the two police officers tasked with guarding Orwell, burst in all of a twitter. Two more perfect shots to the middle of the face, heads exploding everywhere and blood flying around the room, and they were both dead in crumpled bloody heaps on the floor.

God wiped the blood off His face, looking at Bergerac with contempt.

'For crying out loud,' He said. 'You're a piece of work.'

Bergerac smiled, the smile that had first so tormented Jude Orwell.

'Just trying to keep the natural order of things,' she said. 'Even if some of the rest of us aren't.'

'And what is that supposed to mean?'

Bergerac walked over to God and poked a finger in His chest. They held each other in a long stare.

'Barney Fucking Thomson,' said Bergerac eventually, 'that's what.'

God shrugged.

'I made a deal,' He said.

'And so did Thomson,' said Bergerac. 'With me. And a lot earlier than you did.'

'Hey, just remember,' said God, 'I'm the deity here. You're just some dumb-ass fallen angel.'

Bergerac shook her head and started to walk away.

'That just drives me nuts, all that deity shit. I don't want to hear it. I'm telling you, the Thomson thing isn't over, not by any stretch.'

Bergerac raised her middle finger at God as she walked out and then she was gone.

'Dumb ass,' muttered God, then He stood up, looked in the mirror, shook His head, and headed off to find the nearest bathroom.

The Muppets Are Back, And This Time They're A Washing Up Liquid!

––––––––
Monk was on a plane to Glasgow. She had followed the Archbishop of Middlesex to Gatwick, had almost lost him, had managed to pick up his trail again, track him to the shuttle to Glasgow and somehow be lucky enough to get the last seat on the plane.
Middlesex and his mini-entourage were at the front of the plane, Monk fourteen rows back. She was bored, slightly anxious about what was going to happen at the other end, trying not to drink more than one small bottle of wine.

Macedonian Chardonnay. She didn't like flying, nerves tingled with every bump. She sipped slowly and waited for the plane to go into a catastrophic nosedive.

*** 

Barney Thomson was also on a plane flying to Glasgow, for an out of the way meeting at which Thomas Bethlehem was acting as chief marketing consultant, and at which Barney had for some reason been employed to act as Bethlehem's advisor. Or rather, Bethlehem's co-advisor.

Barney had had time to get all his things together, and had tried to reach Daniella Monk before he left. That was the one thing that made him reluctant to head for home. Monk, however, was nowhere to be found. Even Frankenstein had been posted missing.

So, thinking that it wasn't like he was moving to Australia and that he was still only a short flight away, Barney had headed out to London City airport to board Bethlehem's private plane, knowing all the time that this would be the end of him and Monk, the end of something that hadn't really started. If he was to see her again, and he didn't even know how that was going to happen, whatever they had would likely be gone. It had been a holiday romance in its way. Without the holiday. Or much romance for that matter.

And so he sat on the plane heading north with Thomas Bethlehem, a private jet with seating for up to twenty people. However, on this flight there were more crew attending to their needs, than there were passengers.

Barney Thomson sat at the window, looking down on the bright white cloud beneath. It seemed like the whole of Britain was covered in cloud, and he wondered if it was snowing beneath it all, or if it would just be dreich and damp and Scottish to the end.

He kept his eyes on the window. Didn't want to look round, didn't want to catch the eyes of Bethlehem's other two assistants, brought along for the trip.

Taylor Bergerac was there, Bethlehem's newly installed right hand. Bethlehem had become enamoured of Bergerac in much the same way as had Orwell, and he had yet to see the true blackened soul lying dead and heartless beneath the gorgeous exterior.

His other assistant had been with him a little longer, but not quite as long as he realised. Harlequin Sweetlips sat across from Barney Thomson. Occasionally she stirred her gin & tonic, occasionally she looked out of the window at the floor of cloud, occasionally she glanced at the briefing she had prepared for Bethlehem for that evening's meeting; mostly, however, she stared at the back of the head of Barney Thomson, daring him to turn round and look at her. She wasn't sure why Barney was there, but neither was she surprised. Barney Thomson, she knew, had his part to play in the lives of them all.

Barney Thomson looked out of the window as the light faded to grey, and felt the eyes of Harlequin Sweetlips burning into the back of his skull.

*** 

The two planes arrived at Glasgow International Airport fifteen minutes apart. Half an hour later, three cars were heading along the M8 towards the Stirling turn off.

In the lead was a large black limousine containing the delegation from Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane. Some way behind that car, was a smaller vehicle, a black Audi, containing the delegation from the Archbishopric of Middlesex, including the Archbishop himself. Trailing behind that vehicle was an unmarked police car being driven by Detective Sergeant Monk. Frankenstein had used an old contact to make sure she'd have a car waiting for her, as they'd been pretty sure that the Archbishop and his crew weren't going to have to stand for an hour at the Hertz counter.

Monk was unaware of the lead car, the car containing Barney Thomson, Thomas Bethlehem and two of the most dangerous women to walk the face of God's Earth.

The hosts of the meeting, which was to be held in a small house overlooking a small loch in central Scotland, were already in place.

'Stirling cut off,' muttered Monk to herself, noticing the Audi veering away to its left.

She felt oddly nervous, could not place the source of her discomfort. Wondered what she would do if it turned out that the Archbishop was just heading off to the hills for a few days. At what point was she going to confront him and ask him exactly what he was up to?

She kept her eyes on the lights of the Audi up ahead and tried to switch off the concern. What would happen would happen, and she'd need to deal with it when it came.

*** 

As they drove on, one of the men in the lead car was getting a sense of where they were going, and it wasn't just the driver. Barney Thomson watched the dark countryside go by, no snow up here, as they cut off the M9 at Stirling and headed out towards Callander. He had been out this way before, seemingly centuries earlier, almost in another life. There seemed an inevitability about his life, that in some way it was coming full circle. This wasn't quite where it had all started, that would have been in the dingy little barbershop in Partick, but this place held dark memories, a place that still haunted him after all these years.

There were several towns they could be going to, several hotels at which they might stop, but he knew it would be none of them. They were heading out past Callander, on the road to Loch Lubnaig.

He didn't know who was controlling all this, and he was positive it wasn't Thomas Bethlehem, but of the two women who were travelling with him, one of them he felt sure was a brutal, sadistic and entirely cold-hearted killer, while the other ... . well, the other was much, much more unpleasant.

'Where are we going?' asked Bethlehem suddenly. He had been staring blankly out of the window, letting the dreary night speed by, lost in thought. There had been no conversation since the car journey had started. 'What was wrong with the hotel in Glasgow?'

Sweetlips glanced at him, gave a small shrug. Barney noticed a rare look of puzzlement. Sweetlips knew no better than Bethlehem.

'I chose it,' said Bergerac, not looking at Bethlehem. 'A neutral venue in an out of the way facility.'

'Facility?' said Bethlehem. 'We hanging out with the military?'

'It's a hut,' replied Bergerac tersely.

Bethlehem shrugged. Immune to the tone. Looked back out of the window at the dark grey of evening. Barney felt drawn to look at Bergerac. He stared at the pale, smooth skin of her beautiful cheeks, the perfect red of her lips. Could not take his eyes from her. And even though she wasn't looking at him, he could tell that she knew he was staring. He wanted to look away, but it was as though she had him in some kind of mind lock, and the beauty that held his gaze was terrible.

Suddenly Barney felt himself being drawn down a dark tunnel, his mind hurtling through black space. He closed his eyes, but he was still in the same place, travelling at a thousand miles an hour, the dark black of his life flashing past.

The vision closed in. Barney was standing in the barber's shop in Partick, where he had plied his trade for over twenty years. It had been a decade and a lifetime since he'd left, but he remembered every corner, every pair of scissors, every nick out of every chair, every scuff mark on the floor, every unsold can of Brylcreem that had sat sadly on a shelf for fifteen years.

He felt something on his chest and looked down. His shirt was covered in some strange red substance that looked like blood, but couldn't be. How could his shirt be suddenly covered in blood? And then he noticed what was lying on the floor at his feet.

A body. The body of Wullie Henderson, his old boss, a pair of scissors buried in his stomach. Wullie was dead, by Barney's hand.

He looked around the shop, glanced at the time. 5:07pm. It was dark outside, the blinds were drawn. Barney could feel a growing sense of panic, but not at being suddenly thrust into the netherworld of his past. The panic came from knowing that he was going to have to do something about the body lying at his feet, and quickly too.

He staggered away from the body, his mind racing, his heart thumping. What did you do with a dead body? He had no idea. How was he supposed to know what to do in these circumstances?

Phoning the police made sense, but he knew that they wouldn't believe he hadn't meant to kill Wullie. Phoning the police would be the equivalent of going down to the travel agents to book a ten year holiday in a prison of his choice. Phoning the police would be insane.

He needed help, but he had no one to ask. Even if he did, how could he drag anyone into this mess of his own doing?

'Barney,' said a voice away to his right. A calm, reassuring voice.

He turned. There was a woman sitting in the corner. Long brown hair, her legs crossed. Beautiful lips, pale skin. Up until now Barney had remembered everything, had a sense of déjà vu about proceedings. But not this. This was new.

'Who are you?' he asked. 'The police?'

She smiled, a warm reassuring smile.

'Not the police, Barney. The police won't help you, will they? I can help.'

Barney stared at her. He couldn't remember this at all.

'How can you help?' he asked. 'Take the body away?'

'Oh no, you have to do that yourself. But I can give you advice, make sure things go a little more smoothly than they might otherwise.' She smiled again. The look on her face became a little more wicked. 'Turn heads,' she added.

Barney could feel his throat dry, his breath catching. He looked over his shoulder, wondered if there was anyone outside. Turned back to the woman in the corner. She was now sitting at a desk, a parchment in front of her, a pen lying at its side.

'All you have to do is sign this,' she said, indicating the parchment.

Barney walked over and glanced down at the piece of paper. It was blank. He looked fearfully up into the eyes of the woman.

'What am I signing?' he asked.

'Do you want my help or not?' she asked, the voice suddenly with a bitter edge.

Barney looked down at the blood on his shirt, turned back and stared at the body of Wullie Henderson on the floor.

'I have nothing to give,' said Barney, turning back.

The woman had become harder. The beauty was fading.

'We all have something to give, Barney Thomson,' she said, and this time the voice sounded much deeper, much more menacing, and suddenly Barney knew. His soul. He was trading his soul in order to get out of this mess, to get out of the tricky problem created by accidentally stabbing his boss in the chest with a pair of scissors.

It's hard to get a grasp on eternity as a concept, especially when faced with the difficulties of the present.

He lifted the pen, held it over the paper for a second, and then began to scrawl his name. There was no ink. He stopped and looked at her, curious, despairing. He just wanted this to be over with.

She leaned over, took the pen, and gently pressed the nib against Barney's chest. The pen immediately began to draw up the blood.

'You can sign using the blood of your victim,' she said, holding the pen back to him. 'Fitting, don't you think?'

Barney took the pen, stared at the drop of red blood hanging on the nib, then leaned forward and slowly signed his name. He glanced up at the woman. She was gone. The parchment signed, she had instantly disappeared. As had the desk, the parchment and the pen from Barney's hand.

He turned and looked at the body, glanced back over his shoulder. He felt sure that there had been something there a second ago, but the memory of it was completely gone.

'Come on,' said the voice in his head, 'you have to get a move on. Now, here's where you start.'

The voice rattled out instructions, and Barney Thomson got to work clearing up the detritus of the first instance of accidental murder in his life.

Barney shuddered and opened his eyes. Stared straight at Bergerac, who was now sitting with her head resting back on the chair, her eyes closed, her mouth slightly open. It looked like she might be about to start snoring, but it was impossible to imagine Taylor Bergerac snoring.

Barney took his eyes from her and looked out of the window. The dark forest flew by, as they headed away from Callander, having passed quickly through.

He looked at his own dim reflection in the window. The scene from the shop, the memory that he did not actually remember, now stamped on his brain.

The voice, he remembered it well. The common sense and clear-cut decision making that had come from nowhere. At the time he'd had no idea how on Earth he had managed to acquire it, but now he knew. Now he knew that all those things the man in the Fyodor Dostoevsky mask had told him two years previously had been true.

The voice had come at a terrible cost.

The Reformation Lives On

––––––––
It was almost time for the formal signing of the papers; centuries of mistrust and suspicion about to be swept away in one dramatic gesture. It was a moment to be written in the history books, a moment that could so easily have been accompanied by the most splendid pageantry; however, all the interested parties had agreed that for this ever-increasingly secular society, low key was best.
When the formal announcement was made to Parliament and the public, there would be outrage, no question. There would be old legislation brought out and quoted and re-quoted. There would be arguments in the Lords and in the Commons and in the press and on the streets, in village halls and churches and in pubs. People would argue and fight, because that's what people did. In reality, however, they'd be no more interested than they were in that week's reality TV show, be it dancing, surviving, singing or living in a house.

The men and women sitting around the table, however, had to believe that this was more important than Celebrity Get Me To The Toilet!

There were ten people sitting round the table in their little factions. Noticeably, the largest contingent was from the marketing agency, the people who would try selling the new religious product to Britain, and the rest of the Anglican world.

The implication was obvious; it didn't really matter what decisions the meeting would come to, it was how they were sold that was important.

Given that of the four marketing people, one of them was there to make serious mischief, one was there to commit murder, and one of them was Barney Thomson, it seemed inevitable that there would be a certain underachievement in their performance.

The Anglican Church delegation of three was headed by rogue archbishop, Middlesex, acting without the knowledge of the Archbishop of Canterbury, but with the support of the Prime Minister and of many bishops in England and around the world.

The hosts of the meeting were another three-man team, representing the Catholic church in Rome. The Archbishop of Argyll, the unacknowledged Head of the Church in the UK, his principal private secretary, the man who had so far been conducting the negotiations on his behalf, and a representative from the Vatican, Bishop Carlonni.

The factions were getting themselves together. Argyll's PPS had just delivered the tea and biscuits to the table. Bethlehem was standing at the window, looking down on the dark waters of Loch Lubnaig. He'd been a little surprised by the location, but recognised that these were delicate matters and that secrecy and the utmost discretion were required.

'Perhaps we should call the meeting to order, gentlemen,' said Argyll.

Bethlehem turned and nodded, and took his place at the table, sitting in between Harlequin Sweetlips and Taylor Bergerac. Barney Thomson was on the other side of Bergerac, aware that his insides were empty, and that he had been gripped by an overwhelming and crushing weight of gloom.

'A pleasure to meet you at last,' said Argyll, looking at Middlesex with anything but pleasure. 'You can assure the meeting that you are here on the right authority?'

Middlesex nodded.

'Yes, I have the paperwork in place. I am here by the wishes of the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. And while you know that we do not yet have full parliamentary approval, we can assure you that this will be directly forthcoming, pursuant to a successful outcome to this meeting.'

'And Her Majesty the Queen?' asked Argyll.

Middlesex stared at the table and when he raised his head his eyes held a look of malicious intent.

'She will do as she is told, as always.'

'Good,' said Argyll.

He looked around the room, could not stop his eyes lingering on Sweetlips and Bergerac, even though he tried not to. Finally he turned to Bethlehem.

Bethlehem held his gaze. Sweetlips had been his principal negotiator on the contract. Bergerac had somehow inveigled herself along, and if he was honest, he had paid Barney Thomson to come because the man had worried him, and he thought it better to keep him in his sights.

'There seem to be a lot of you,' said Argyll.

'You are about to tell the Anglican church and all its members that they are to be re-united with Rome and once more come under the umbrella of the Vatican. We would have an easier time selling sand in Egypt. I thought it necessary.'

Argyll grunted.

'There will be a storm in a media tea cup, and all sorts of people who are not stakeholders in the situation, but who want to shout their mouths off, will do so. Eventually, however, time will pass, the Anglican church will re-align itself completely behind us, and things will fall into place. These are secular times. The time has come for the Christian church to regroup, to put down new roots and new foundations, so that it might once again begin to grow.'

'A time for old alliances to be renewed,' said Bethlehem.

Argyll raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Middlesex nodded.

Argyll's PPS pushed three copies of a thick document across the table towards Middlesex. One of Middlesex's party reached out and placed the documents in front of Middlesex.

'You've scrutinized every line?' asked Middlesex of the man on his right, in a rehearsed conversation opener.

'There are two or three minor points which I feel need addressing at this stage,' he replied, and the two sides squared up across the table. Argyll shook his head and wondered if this would be a classic Anglican filibuster.

Barney Thomson switched off. This was what all the secrecy was about. The Anglican church realigning with Rome, and Thomas Bethlehem had been brought in to sell it to a sceptical congregation. If there was actually a congregation left.

'Does it make your blood run cold?' asked Bergerac in a low voice, looking round at Barney.

Barney stared into the dark, dead eyes.

'What d'you mean?' he asked.

'Well, you know, all this religious shit. It's not for the likes of us. We're ... . too dangerous, too rebellious. Too damned interesting.'

'I don't think I'd group you and me together,' said Barney a little uncomfortably.

Bergerac smiled.

'Why not? You sold your soul to the Devil ... I am the Devil ... '

She smiled wickedly. Barney looked into the horrible depths of the eyes and turned away. And, for seemingly the hundredth time in his life, he felt the horrible bugs of fear crawl up his spine.

The voices droned on around him. He paid no attention. Bethlehem was engaged, unlike the rest of his group. Bergerac was listening with detached amusement. Sweetlips was just detached, edgy, twitchy, the nervous energy building up to her final, brutal revenge on the man she had hated for so many years.

Barney pushed his chair away from the table and walked to the window. The conversation continued unabated behind him. Everyone there knew that Barney Thomson was not a character who was central to proceedings.

He stood at the window, looking out at the black water. The loch was about thirty yards away through the darkness, and with the dim lights behind him he was mostly looking at his own reflection, but there was a clear sky and a large, low moon which he could see reflected on the water.

The place where he had disposed of Chris Porter's body; the loch beside which he had stood in the pouring rain as four police officers had murdered each other in a petty squabble over who had arrest rights on Barney Thomson. The place where his utterly bizarre life had truly begun.

And where it would now end. Of that, as he felt the burning stare of Taylor Bergerac slice through his back and through his soul and the very kernel of his id, he was sure.

*** 

Daniella Monk was crouched low behind a tree, looking up at the window of the small hut by the shores of Loch Lubnaig. Barney Thomson had just walked to the window and was looking out over the grim, dark water.

Her heart was cartwheeling.

'Aw crap, Barney,' she said. 'You had to prove Frankenstein right. What on earth are you doing here?'

She could hear the sound of the loch lapping softly on the shore behind her. Rain in the air, a cold night.

'Something's going to happen,' she muttered at the dark night. 'There's too much weird shit going on, too many weird people collected in one room. Crap.'

Barney had moved away from the window again and had sat back down beside the evil Taylor Bergerac.

Did she wait here until someone got killed, or did she just pick her moment and burst in? Waiting for the moment seemed more sensible, but then what if someone really did get killed and what if that person was Barney Thomson?

*** 

Voices were being raised, the discussion of the last-minute minor details not going well. Barney had wandered off again, found the kitchen, made some coffee and had set it out on the table for anyone who wanted it.

Bethlehem was becoming agitated that the two parties seemed further apart than they had when they'd started the negotiations. However it turned out, it did not look like there would be any signing that night. Harlequin Sweetlips was becoming agitated that the evening was dragging on without getting to the main event.

Taylor Bergerac was not in the least agitated. It wasn't like she didn't have a vested interest in the future of the various Christian churches, but this evening she had a devil-may-care attitude about her which she couldn't shake off. In any case, she was here to conclude her final piece of business with Barney Thomson. The absurd church argument was of secondary importance.

'And then there's this God business,' said Middlesex angrily. That drew the attention of those who had been slowly losing interest in the discussion, and those who'd had no interest in the first place.

'Isn't God why we're here in the first place?' said Argyll, softly.

'I don't mean that,' said Middlesex. 'This blasted God story that's all over the place. Everyone's talking about it. It's all over the bloody internet. Some blasted charlatan is going around helping people out and saying that in return they must spend eternity in Heaven. Selling their souls to God, that's what they're calling it. Some nutjob's even started a website sellyoursoultogod.com. It's an outrage.'

Bethlehem had heard about the meeting his guys had had with the God figure, and kept his head down. Taylor Bergerac snorted.

'And what's this got to do with us?' asked Argyll.

'Well, obviously it's just the kind of stunt you lot would pull,' said Middlesex.

'Outrage!' barked Argyll.

'Come on,' said Middlesex, getting down to his streetfighter roots, 'it has Vatican-sponsored written all over it. You lot are so desperate you'll do anything.'

'You outrageous son of a bitch!' cried the Vatican representative. 'If you ask me it is time to leave.'

'And you, Sir,' said Argyll to Middlesex, 'are so desperate that you will stoop to getting into bed with the Catholic church.'

He spat the words out across the table, laced with irony, sarcasm, and all the demented religious fervour that he could muster. Despite the talks of the last few months, despite the gains that both sides could see from some kind of union, they just couldn't cast centuries of hatred and religious divide aside for the sake of a little political expediency.

'I think it might be time to leave,' said Middlesex, although he did not move.

'At least we agree on something,' said Argyll, standing abruptly.

As Argyll's aides rose to join him, Bethlehem, who was looking at his largest contract being flushed down the toilet, reached out across the table.

'Gentlemen, please!' he implored. He hesitated as he realised that he wasn't entirely sure what to say that would heal centuries of enmity, bitterness, division and acrimony. 'You know, think about God and stuff,' he finally said.

Everyone stared. Bethlehem wilted, not entirely sure where that line had come from. He had lost his mojo in five fleeting seconds.

'We can do a re-package,' he added, desperately. 'You know, the whole Catholic-Protestant reunion thing. It'll be like Simon and Garfunkel in Central Park.'

Argyll and Middlesex both looked at Bethlehem with contempt, then cast an angry glance at each other.

'How much are you paying this idiot?' asked Argyll, and then he quickly walked from the room with the two members of his team. His PPS stopped at the door and looked back over the assembled company.

'Can you turn out the lights?' he said, a weak parting line as the Catholic church strode off into the night.

Middlesex looked angrily at Bethlehem once more, as if the whole thing was his fault. The meeting had fallen apart, and now there was nothing left except the representatives of a renegade group of Anglicans, and their overpaid help from the City.

The room was quiet. They could hear the muffled sound of car doors being opened and slammed shut. The engine started, the car driving quickly off into the cold night.

The two sides looked across the table at each other. Harlequin Sweetlips' fingers twitched.

The door opened.

The Agatha Christie Moment Turns Nasty

––––––––
The man closed the door slowly behind Him, then walked around the table and sat down in the seat recently vacated by the Catholic church. Everyone was looking at the newcomer with some curiosity, and all were aware that a strange but charismatic presence had walked into their midst. Only Bergerac seemed unimpressed.
'Look what the cat dragged in,' she muttered under her breath. One or two of the others looked at her. God gave her the eyebrow.

'That's the Catholics gone, is it?' He said, looking around the assembled company.

Everyone seemed a little too in awe of Him to speak, even though they didn't actually know who He was.

'There were certain matters of small print on which we failed to meet agreement,' said Middlesex, finally finding his voice. 'Perhaps you might enlighten us as to whom it is I am speaking?' he added, feeling strangely impertinent as the words crossed his lips.

God snorted and rolled His eyes.

'Trust you not to know,' He said.

'Listen, Dude,' said Bethlehem, leaning forward. 'Maybe you could help out a little here. We're in crisis. We were on the point of doing this big thing, you know, an actual thing, real news, creating history, but there's just the odd sticking point. Maybe you could help us out. Not sure who you are, but I could take you on as, I don't know, on a temp basis for this project. See how you get on.'

'That's very magnanimous of you,' said God, 'but I'll pass. I just thought I'd come in here, amongst all you conspirators and murderers and suspects and victims, and get a front row seat. Privilege of rank.'

Barney Thomson closed his eyes. Had a horrible feeling that this was going to be about him. Bethlehem and Middlesex looked confused.

'Suspects ... .murderers ... ?' mumbled Middlesex.

'Victims?' said Bethlehem.

'Your capacity to plot and conspire and finagle is remarkable given your downright stupidity. In case you hadn't noticed, this small collective here includes a murderer, another killer whose blame has not yet been entirely determined, a murder suspect, at least two impending victims, a Supreme Being and a fallen angel, albeit one with, I have to grudgingly concede, phenomenal powers.'

Bergerac didn't look up but did at least nod an acknowledgement to God for the compliment.

'There's a police officer outside waiting to see if anything happens, which is very prescient of her, don't you think?' added God.

Barney looked up from the table. They were in Scotland. It could be any police officer, but there had only been one female police officer involved in the mayhem up to this point. He rose quickly and stood at the window, looking out into the night.

It was dark, too dark to see. Shadows and shapes of bushes and the moon glinting off the water. He glanced over his shoulder at God.

'Wave her in,' said God casually. The more the merrier.

Barney held His gaze for a second and then turned back. Somehow he now knew where to look, and he stared into the bushes without being able to see anything and indicated for Monk to come inside.

He repeated the gesture, was aware of some movement in the direction he was looking, and then turned and walked back uncertainly to the table.

Aware that there was another coming to join them, there was an instant hiatus in conversation. Middlesex was on the point of leaving. The whole thing had been a disaster, and he was no longer entirely sure why he was there. There was just something about this man at the table.

Middlesex's two aides, Yigael Simon, who had previously taken such a dislike to Frankenstein and Monk, and his colleague, to whom he was inexorably linked, Maurice Garfunkel, were getting twitchy. Garfunkel had no idea what was going on, was beginning to feel frightened of what he was being dragged into. Simon, on the other hand, knew exactly what was going on, and had even less reason to want to stay.

The door opened again. Everyone turned. Monk walked into the room, looking a lot more relaxed and sure of herself than she felt. She closed the door behind her. Her gaze automatically fell on Barney Thomson and they looked at each other with concern.

'Who are you?' said Bethlehem gruffly. Usually the master of control, Bethlehem felt that things were getting a little out of hand. The deal was shot. There didn't seem to be any point in still being there.

'Detective Sergeant Monk,' she replied, then she sat down in the seat next to Barney. Silently and without a look, their hands joined under the table, a movement that did not go unnoticed by Harlequin Sweetlips.

'So, Sergeant,' said God folding His arms and kicking back, 'this is fun. Is this the part, now that you've got everyone gathered together, where you reveal who the murderer is?'

Monk stared back at God, unsure as to why this man made her feel slightly intimidated and yet strangely relaxed.

'What murders?' said Bethlehem.

Monk turned, a look of curious disdain on her face. Detached her hand from Barney's. There was work to be done. She needed to give herself a shake and try to take some control of this situation.

'Your staff, you idiot,' she threw across the table at him.

'Oh,' said Bethlehem.

Her eyes swept round the table, taking it all in. She had no idea if the murderer was here. They had hardly progressed at all in the investigation, and there were too many people in attendance whom she didn't recognise. And yet, murderers usually came from within. It was not entirely unlikely the killer would be present, and since there were only two other women, it narrowed the field. However, she decided to start with what she knew, and so she turned to Middlesex.

'I asked you earlier today what dealings you had with Bethlehem, Forsyth and Crane, and you implied you had none.'

'I didn't say that. I cannot be blamed for what information you choose to draw from a conversation.'

'Cut the crap,' said Monk. 'You were evasive and clearly you had something to hide. Maybe now that you've been caught at the same table, you can be honest about your fingerprints on the murder weapons.'

'Outrage!' cried Middlesex. 'You cannot make that kind of accusation in public'

'It's not an accusation,' she said. 'It's the truth.'

'It is inappropriate in this company,' barked Middlesex.

'I already knew, Bud,' said God glibly.

'Me too,' added Bergerac, raising her hand. She was getting a bit bored and was wondering when the fun was going to start.

'Me too,' added Sweetlips, lips smiling sweetly.

Monk looked at the three of them, something telling her that it was normal for Bergerac and God to know, but that there was something going on with Sweetlips.

'And just, you know, who the fuck are you?' she said, looking at Sweetlips. 'You just always seem to be around.' She paused, then threw in Frankenstein's joke, as if marking his absence. 'You're not a bad penny, you're a biblical plague.'

Sweetlips smiled, and she looked at Barney.

'Funny. I'm a friend of Barney's,' she said. 'A close friend.'

Despite the obvious manipulation intended in the remark, it still whacked Monk in the stomach, even more so than seeing Sweetlips leave Barney's apartment late on a Saturday evening.

Everyone else looked at Barney. He stared harshly back at Sweetlips. He felt like the odd man out. At that moment, all he wanted was to get back to the barbershop. That was where he belonged, and as soon as this was over, he would get back to Glasgow, spend the night in a hotel, and then the following morning be on the train to Largs. By the afternoon he could be standing behind an old geezer, trimming his ear hair and talking about the balance of power in Scottish football. That was his place.

Yet he knew it was not his fate.

Bethlehem studied Monk, wondering where she was going with this, and wondering how he could take command. He had no idea who'd been killing his people, and neither had he cared. It had allowed that idiot Orwell to foster hopes of a takeover but he'd dealt with that easily enough. What really bothered him was this complete fiasco. This was a huge contract which, controversial or not, would have led to further huge contracts. He needed to get out of there, right now, and start repairing the damage, salvage the deal. That was all that mattered.

'Thought you were here as my adviser,' said Bethlehem, ruefully.

'That too,' said Sweetlips, and she gave Bethlehem a wicked look, the first hint of what was to come. He failed to notice.

Sweetlips, as ever, was in possession of a knife, a blade of beautiful silver. She was contemplating whether to use it, and on whom. There were none of them here who didn't deserve it; except Barney maybe, she still had a soft spot for him. That perhaps was reason enough. Eight victims at once might be a push, but the two for the price of one policeman deal just off the Charing Cross Road had been easy enough, so there was no reason she couldn't expand on that earlier triumph. In the end, it didn't really matter. Whatever anyone else thought, she had been working for herself all along, and there was only one person in the room who really mattered.

'This is pointless, Detective,' said Yigael Simon unexpectedly. 'You are clearly not in a position to make an arrest, or to identify anyone as the killer. You equally obviously have nothing of any significance in relation to the Archbishop, and we certainly do not wish to conduct any further discussion before a crowd of misfits and ne'er-do-wells.'

'What did you just call me?' barked God.

'The truth is the truth, no matter who's at the table,' said Monk, trying to recover from Sweetlips' bitter words.

'Almost poetic,' said Simon, 'but pointless nevertheless. Archbishop, I think it might be time for us to take our leave.'

With that, he pushed his chair back and rose to his feet. The Archbishop did not immediately join him, although Garfunkel automatically got as far as moving his seat.

Monk stared at Simon.

'You,' she said. 'There was something funny earlier today. When the Chief Inspector mentioned the fingerprints on the murder weapon, you raised your eyebrow. That was it, a raised eyebrow. That's not right.'

'Perhaps you don't like my moustache,' said Simon, a sentence that dripped disdain.

'It could be anything,' she said, ignoring the moustache line. 'Fingerprints, murder, maybe you had something to do with the car accident that nearly killed me last night.'

Simon snorted. 'If I'd wanted you dead you would be.'

Both God and Bergerac were pleased that things were picking up. Barney was beginning to tense up. He had been here before. He didn't know where it was coming from, but he knew something was afoot and, as the doomsayers would have us all believe, the end was nigh.

'No, there was something about you earlier. You'd been expecting us. You were waiting to throw a spanner in the works.'

'Fuck you,' said Simon, losing the required cool reserve that had been the barrier between Middlesex and the real world for so long. 'Why would we hamper you, you idiot? Your pathetic investigation suited us.'

'What?'

Simon breathed deeply, took a step back from the argument into which he was being drawn, held her gaze then dropped his eyes and looked at the table. Sweetlips was giving him a zinger of a look, Monk caught it, stared between the two of them.

'Who would us be in that scenario?' she asked.

Middlesex too looked a little curious at the sudden acknowledgement of a relationship between Sweetlips and his most trusted aide.

'Yigael?' said Middlesex curiously. 'Us? What did you mean by us?'

'I think we should go,' said Simon, and he leaned forward and started gathering the papers in front of him, like an old-fashioned newsreader.

He glanced up at Monk, but wasn't getting sucked into it again. Monk waited, accepted she wasn't getting anywhere.

'You?' she said to Sweetlips, suddenly. 'What's the score with you?'

Sweetlips stared back, a smile at the edge of her lips. She smiled a lot, Sweetlips, and few complained because of her great lips. But it was beginning to get on Monk's nerves.

'You care to answer the question?' Monk prompted.

Sweetlips stared long and hard, but was aware that the look that drilled into the heads of men, was not going to work so well on Daniella Monk.

'I believe Mr Simon is correct,' said Sweetlips slowly. 'You have nothing on anyone. You clearly know nothing about the case, consequently there seems little to be gained from this conversation, keen though I am to instruct you in a few ways of the world.'

'You then,' said Monk, quickly, looking at Bethlehem, not wanting to linger over Sweetlips' stonewalling, 'you don't seem to give a shit.'

'This is pointless,' said Bethlehem.

'You don't care about your employees being murdered?'

Bethlehem tapped a contemplative finger. Didn't like the tone, didn't really want to be sitting here listening to this, when he had to get back out there and rescue his deal. Might even be required to go to Rome to try to speak to the Big Fella himself. This was all very unnecessary.

'Yes, Detective, Sergeant, whatever you are,' he said 'you're right. People are expendable, especially in marketing. There's always someone else. Give me any idiot and I'll give you a marketing man in a week. I am Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane, it barely matters who the foot soldiers are. Most of them can't cope with working with someone with my panache in any case. I just need them for the back-up work, to let the big companies know that we're a big player. But it's all me.'

Monk was staring at Bethlehem, but she still noticed the twitch in Sweetlips' eye, the sneer in her mouth. Here was a woman who did not agree that Thomas Bethlehem was Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane.

Crane. She looked back at Harlequin Sweetlips. Margie Crane? Did that make sense?

'You killed them,' said Monk suddenly, looking at her, forcing Sweetlips to look away from Bethlehem, switching off the animosity as she did so.

'What?' said Bethlehem. 'Who?'

Sweetlips smiled. Very good, she thought. Only taken you God knows how long.

'I don't think so,' lied Sweetlips. 'I've been working with Thomas for the past six months. Why would I want to kill any of his people?'

'Because it's part of you,' said Barney, a sudden late entrant to the conversation. God raised an eyebrow at him. 'It's written in your eyes, in every muscle in your body, in every line in your face.'

'What d'you mean, every line on my face, you cheeky bastard?'

Barney smiled. Well, there was a little crack in the make-up.

'At first I wasn't sure who it was you'd killed,' said Barney, 'or whether you'd actually done it at all yet, but watching you now, I know. You've killed them all, every one of Bethlehem's little crowd of losers.'

God nodded silently to Himself, impressed by Barney Thomson's gift for understanding others.

Sweetlips laughed, trying to regain the momentum of the conversation. Monk watched the faces of Bethlehem and Simon, Middlesex and Garfunkel, trying to determine what was going on inside. Only Garfunkel looked out of his depth; only he looked completely innocent and scared.

If Sweetlips was the killer, did any of the others know anything about it? Bethlehem looked disinterested, glancing at the door, contemplating just getting up and leaving. Didn't care, and Monk was almost of a mind to let him go. He would be perturbed and a bit confused if Sweetlips was the serial killer, not outright annoyed or upset. Simon, on the other hand, already knew. He wasn't disinterested; he just didn't want to be in the same room as any of them.

'Barney, you have the heart of a killer yourself,' said Sweetlips.

'You're clutching,' he said quickly.

This time Bergerac smiled quietly to herself. Barney Thomson's moment was coming.

'No,' said Sweetlips. 'Your presence here is the peculiar one, not mine. I work here. Why are you always cropping up? What's your excuse?'

'He doesn't need one,' said Monk. 'Tell us what you know.'

'I know nothing,' said Sweetlips. 'You can try all you like, but you won't place me at any of the crime scenes.'

Monk glanced quickly around the room. Knew this thing was coming to a head, wanted to be on top of things when they completely unravelled. Should she just take her into custody, find out what twenty-four hours of questioning could reveal?

'You're thinking you'd like to take me into custody,' said Sweetlips, ballsing it out as ever, the smile back on her chops. 'Sure, why not? Call my lawyer. Maybe after fifteen years in the courts you'll be allowed to take a DNA sample from me. As if that'll help.'

Sweetlips smiled sweetly at Monk, head cocked a little to the side in a cheeky Audrey Hepburn-type manner that made Monk want to bludgeon her head to a pulp.

'They've already got it,' said Barney, 'so any time you wanted to go back to Scotland Yard for a discussion, I'm sure they'd be delighted.'

'What?' said Sweetlips, the voice suddenly edgy. 'What d'you mean?'

The mask slips, thought Monk, and she looked at Barney, eyes narrowing, wondering what he had been up to.

Simon looked up, suddenly more interested in events. Bethlehem had started to gather papers together. He was leaving.

'I've already given them a sample,' said Barney.

'Who gives a shit?' said Sweetlips, losing the veneer a little. 'Who gives a shit about your sample?'

'Not my sample,' said Barney. 'I've given them a sample of you. You were at my flat, touched plenty of surfaces. They'll get a match.'

Sweetlips suddenly didn't seem so sweet. Even in murder there had been something cool about her, but now the facade was down, the killer was coming to the surface.

'Fuck you, Barney,' she said. 'And I thought your biggest mistake was not sleeping with me when you had the chance.'

Barney lowered his eyes, avoided the look from Monk.

Both God and Bergerac were smiling, although for different reasons. Bergerac was enjoying the descent into chaos and the inevitable upcoming bloodbath; God's smile was more rueful, as He was being presented with yet another example of just how much He'd screwed up the human race all those centuries ago.

'Harley?' said Bethlehem, smiling curiously. 'You killed my guys? I mean, like, seriously? You killed them? I mean, like, I don't give a shit 'n' all, but why?'

'Crane!' said Simon from the other side of the table. 'This has gone far enough. We're leaving,' he barked, and he stepped away from the table, holding the papers which would forever remain unsigned.

Sweetlips snorted at the use of the name, then looked sideways at her former partner. Bethlehem leaned back, the evil and the lie and the outrage unfolding before him. The eyes held everything in them, and finally he was able to see what had been hidden from him for the past six months; by a rhinoplasty, breast reduction, weight loss of 40lbs, white teeth, a collagen smile and fabulous sex.

'Margie?' said Bethlehem. 'You're kidding me.'

She laughed again. For her, it all boiled down to the same old thing. Revenge. Her revenge against Thomas Bethlehem, for using her and then knifing her in the back. Revenge against him and all the spotty little morons who had done his bidding in his company. The side plot – Simon's absurd deal with the Prime Minister, to use the murders as a device to smear Middlesex in order to scupper the breakaway Anglican collective – had been of no interest to her. She had taken their money, by God she had spent it, but it had meant nothing to her.

'Mrs Crane,' said Simon, 'we're leaving now.'

'No, you're not,' said Monk, and she rose quickly and walked to cover the door. Heart thumping, aware that she was far outnumbered by people who just didn't want to be there.

'Let me repeat,' said Simon, bizarrely attempting to be the man in charge, when he clearly wasn't, 'that there is little point to this, and nothing to be gained. We are leaving.'

'I want to hear this,' said Bethlehem.

'What's there to hear?' said Sweetlips. 'You think you're getting out of here alive?'

'Oh, for God's sake,' said Monk. 'Is that a confession? Really? You killed all those arrogant morons at this guy's firm?'

Sweetlips twitched, scowled, gritted her teeth. Her lips lost much of their sweetness.

'It's not his firm, it's my firm,' she snarled.

'Oh, for crying out loud,' barked Monk. Sure enough, but it was time to get the deranged homicidal unhinged fanatical revenge-fuelled lunatic to spill the beans.

'Come on then,' she said, 'you serial killing super-genius. Spit it out, Margie Crane. Fucking Sweetlips,' Monk added with scorn.

'Fuck you,' said Sweetlips, then she looked around the room. On the point of spilling the beans, and Simon recognised it. Middlesex had no idea what was going on; Garfunkel was desperately praying to someone who just so happened to be sitting three yards away from him; Bethlehem was still confused, trying to come to terms with just how much he'd been fooled. That and the fact that he'd been sleeping with Margie Crane for six months and he'd always thought she was a dog. Barney was watching Simon, knew what was coming.

'You keep your mouth shut!' barked Simon.

'Fuck you 'n' all,' said Sweetlips. 'I'll say what I damn well please.'

Whatever else happened, Simon knew that he couldn't let Sweetlips spill the beans. If he had to sacrifice himself for others, then so be it.

Papers down in front of him and suddenly he was leaping hugely across the table, surprising agility in the man given his height, but then he was ex-RAF.

Suddenly the room was all movement, as Monk rushed towards the warring parties. Too slowly. Simon was on Sweetlips in the blinking of an eye, but Harlequin Sweetlips was not slow.

Knife out and up, so that as Simon descended upon her, he was to fall hideously onto her blade. She stepped to the side, and let him crash unhindered to the ground. Withdrew the blade, then brought it down into his back, as Monk came upon her seconds too late.

Sweetlips whipped the knife from Simon's back, then pirouetted out of the way, as Monk crashed down onto the floor beside the stricken body. Sweetlips was beside her, perfectly positioned for the kill, but she wasn't interested in Monk, not yet at any rate.

Middlesex had stood up and backed off, Garfunkel beside him. Sweetlips was flowing round the room, her movement balletic.

God was watching, now more or less disgusted with what His finest creation was stooping to. Bergerac was eating popcorn. Barney Thomson had leapt to Monk's side, only concerned with her and none of the others. Most of them seemed to be getting what was coming to them.

Middlesex showed fear. Garfunkel showed abject terror. Sweetlips swung the blade, a beautiful flowing movement, slit Middlesex's throat, and the man would never lie again. She grabbed him by the head, swung his limp body round just before it collapsed, and thrust it at Monk as she leapt up off the floor.

Monk was knocked to the side, giving Sweetlips enough time to karate kick Garfunkel in the chest, stab him in the eyeball as he fell back, and then safely pirouette to the corner of the room, where she turned to face the rest of the assembled company.

Her breath was coming in short, excited gasps. Her hair was dishevelled, her make-up smudged. But the look on her face was one of triumph.

She knew not the explanation for the presence of God and Bergerac, but she knew that they would not interfere. It was just the police officer, Thomas Bethlehem, the object of her hatred, and the continuing chimera that was the mysterious Barney Thomson.

'Sweetlips!' said Monk, moving towards her. 'You're under arrest. Hand over the knife. Now!'

'Settle down ... ' muttered Barney. 'She's not handing anything over.'

'Fuck you,' said Sweetlips, 'and your dog.'

They watched her closely, the three of them, Monk, Barney and Bethlehem, thinking much the same as all those who'd died at BF&C. She might be a killer but she's not getting me.

You Back-Stabbing Bastard

––––––––
'You,' said Sweetlips, pointing the knife at Monk, 'are fucking dead.' She then turned it on Bethlehem, who had swivelled in his seat to better take in the action, now that she was behind him. 'You are so fucking dead it's not true. And you,' she concluded, looking at Barney, 'I don't want to kill you but you've got it coming. How could you betray me like that?'
Barney did a look at yourself in the mirror kind of thing, and she scowled in return.

She glanced at Bergerac and God, still unsure of what to make of them. God looked tired and fed up, His head resting in the palm of His hand. Bergerac was slurping noisily from a large cup of Pepsi Max.

'Jesus,' said Monk. 'You know, I don't think I even want to listen to your why I did it speech. You're such a fruitcake.'

'You're first,' said Sweetlips.

'It's not like I care,' said Bethlehem, 'but how did you manage to get all the lads in the firm to go out with you?'

'That's getting into dangerous, why I did it, Scooby Doo-type territory,' said Monk, which was a good point.

Sweetlips laughed, a bit of a cackle. She was getting less cool with every second.

'Your lovely band of hired hands were all working for me. All of them. They knew I was plotting to overthrow you, and I conspired with each and every one of them individually. They all thought they were going to get their name on the front door. Pathetic.'

'Yet, it was me you hated,' said Bethlehem, smugly, 'and I'm still in charge of the company. You always were a screw-up, Marge.'

'I've killed your people!' she screamed.

'I don't care,' said Bethlehem slowly. 'Really, I don't give a shit. Go back to London and kill some more of them. I'll give you their addresses if you like.'

'So,' said Monk, 'Middlesex hired you to market some Anglican thing, and we all know that any change in the church is going to have a lot of people pissing in their pants.'

'Exactly,' said Bethlehem, before Sweetlips could get in with any of her wild cackling. 'There was all sorts of weird religious shit going on, that I didn't really get involved in. This guy,' he added, waving a slightly offended finger at Middlesex's corpse, 'was always talking about judgement day and the end of days, and all that stuff. The end is nigh, for goodness sake. He thought that Christianity should present a united face at the time of their final judgement, wanted to reunite with Rome.'

'As if that would help,' said God bitterly.

Monk turned and looked at God. She recognised Him from somewhere.

'And you,' she said, turning back to Sweetlips, 'were working with Bethlehem, but at the same time you were hired by this other party to spike the deal. So you started committing murder, didn't matter who, but it suited you for it to be at Bethlehem's firm. The plan was that you'd work with Simon to implicate Middlesex as a murderer, so that ultimately this breakaway thing he was doing would fail.'

Sweetlips smiled, but now the smile seemed more psychotic than sweet. Harlequin Psycholips.

'Well, aren't you just the right little Inspector Fucking Morse?'

'Why didn't you just kill Middlesex in the first place?' said Bethlehem.

'That would've made him a martyr. The plan was to ruin him, turn him into a murdering scumbag, to crush his ideals at the same time as crushing him.'

'Whose plan was it?' asked Bethlehem. 'To scupper the deal?'

Sweetlips laughed. 'The queue was this long,' she said. 'No one likes that amount of messing with the establishment.'

Suddenly there was a loud sucking noise as Bergerac drained the bottom of her giant cup. Everyone turned.

'What?' she said. 'Don't mind me. This is like watching the last five minutes of Miss Marple.'

'And Jesus,' said Bethlehem, 'who are you going to turn out to be?'

'Well, I'm not Jesus ... ' said Bergerac.

'Ain't that the truth,' said God glibly, cutting in.

'And where did you get the popcorn and medium diet drink?'

Attention distracted, Sweetlips saw her chance. His head turned from her, Bethlehem was a sitting duck. Despite knowing it was inevitable, Monk still did not see it coming, as Sweetlips suddenly took the ultimate revenge she had been plotting for years, the revenge which she had put herself through so much to be able to enact.

In a flurry of arms and legs she was on top of Bethlehem, wielding the knife with vicious strokes, scything side to side, flailing wildly, composure gone with the hedonistic act of ultimate retribution. Bethlehem yielded to her fury, his head an instant spurting mass of blood. Monk lunged across the room at Sweetlips, forcing her from him, throwing her to the floor. As she did so, the body of Bethlehem toppled off the seat, a slow, beautifully silent movement, until his bloody head smacked dully off the table and he crumpled horribly onto the floor.

Immediately Sweetlips was on her feet, her clothes covered in Bethlehem's blood. Finally called into action, Barney leapt over the table to protect Monk, lest she be next in line; Monk struggled to her feet, breathing hard, poised for the fight. Sweetlips backed off, so that she was standing by the door, a few yards between her and each of her combatants.

A few seconds while they all assessed the situation. Four down, two to go. Sweetlips covered in blood, a wild and crazy woman, capable of anything. Monk wanting to bring her down. Barney, once more in the midst of carnage and mayhem, yet suddenly he could see the Clyde stretching dull and grey before him as he stood at the window of his small barbershop, watching the gulls. And he relaxed, which was probably stupid given the situation, but he knew that was where he was going next. Not that far from where they now were, but a million miles away from the Harlequin Sweetlips and the Thomas Bethlehems and the Jude Orwells of this life.

'Put the knife down,' said Barney.

Sweetlips, breath coming hard through wild nostrils and lips that were no longer sweet, stared at him with a crazy smile. There was no way she was leaving this room in the company of anyone. From the off she had intended being the only one to walk out alive, and the fact that there were two strange guests that she wouldn't be dealing with had not changed her conviction.

'Do what he says,' said Daniella Monk. 'Put the knife down, and we can talk about this.'

All right, thought Monk, as Sweetlips burst into a really annoying cackle, that was a pretty stupid thing to say. When there's blood everywhere and a still-pumped lunatic with a blade, you don't talk about it. At least, the still-pumped lunatic with the blade doesn't talk about it.

'You're next, sweetlips,' said Sweetlips, looking, as she said it, at Monk's lips, and thinking that, right enough, her lips were sweet. Then she looked sideways at Barney, who had taken a step or two towards her. 'Don't even think about it, Barn,' she said. 'It could be just you and me, you know. I've spared you so far. We could rule the world!'

Barney gave her a what-the-fuck-are-you-talking-about look.

'How are you going to do that?' he asked. 'You going to murder everyone on the planet so that it's only the two of us left?'

'Don't, Barney!' she shouted at him.

'Well,' he said, 'that's like the stupidest thing I've ever heard any of you muppets say. Put the knife down and stop talking pish.'

That's the way to do it. Make 'em feel small, that'll sort 'em out.

She finally cracked, the smooth and elegant and graceful Harlequin Sweetlips having completely given way to the out-of-control monster, and with it, having given away her advantage. She charged at Barney, anger-driven, forgetting everything that had so far allowed her to dominate men, to kill them even when they threatened to fight back.

Barney braced himself. Sweetlips lunged towards him, knife raised. Then with a sudden whack from the side, Sweetlips was reeling and Monk had knocked the knife from her hand. Sweetlips fell towards Barney and he did not hesitate in thumping her firmly in the face, a beautiful closed-fist punch that knocked her head back, as she fell to the ground. Face bloodied, Sweetlips spun away from them. Monk charged. Sweetlips was barely on her feet, then Monk was on top of her again, punching viciously at her head and throat. Sweetlips swung back, but she was on the defensive.

Barney leapt across the room, lifted the knife. Knew what needed to be done. There were no half measures with someone like Harlequin Sweetlips.

Monk planted a superb head-butt, middle of the face. Sweetlips' head jerked back, smacked off the floor. Monk grabbed her by the collar, setting her up for another forehead to the nose. But Sweetlips was too good for that, too good to have her arms allowed free. With massive force, she brought her hands up from the floor, the hard edges of her fists hitting either side of Monk's neck. Monk cried out, hands automatically going to the weakened area. Sweetlips pushed up, lifting Monk off her, and then reciprocated the head butt, a fabulous blow to the nose, splitting Monk's face apart, blood instantly leaping from the open wound.

Monk fell back, two blows and almost defeated; Sweetlips jumped on top of her, hands reaching for the neck. Harlequin Sweetlips could snap a neck in two seconds; trained by the appropriate Americans.

Then, as her hands found their way round the defenceless, bruised neck of Daniella Monk, Sweetlips jerked upwards, her grip turning limp, as her own knife was thrust powerfully into the top of her spine. She spun round as the knife was removed, so that when Barney thrust down with the follow-up jab, it was into her neck. Sweetlips, her eyes locked on Barney Thomson, the man whom she had spared and who had finally stabbed her in the back right enough, fell away, and slumped down dead onto the floor.

Barney stood over her, breathing hard, eyes cold, his heart strangely calm. Made sure she was dead, lolled her head from side to side with his foot. Bent down, checked for breath, which he knew was not going to be there. Yet he felt that Sweetlips was a woman of that quality. You might never be sure.

He contemplated another thrust of the knife, decided against. The woman was dead. He looked at Monk, who had sat up, blood and tissue spread across her face, one hand on her nose, the other at her neck. She looked down at Sweetlips, stricken at last.

'That went about as well as could be expected,' said Barney, and Daniella Monk gurgled a painful laugh through the blood.

The sound of the hand clap was slow and quiet and filled with derision. They turned quickly, expecting to see the laughing face of Bergerac.

There was no one there. Bergerac was gone. The man whose name they had never learned was also gone. Barney and Monk were alone with five dead bodies, and all that remained was an air of malice and of unfinished business.

The Last Judgement Of Barney Thomson

––––––––
The cyclical nature of things being as they are, Barney sat down once more beside Monk as she lay in a hospital bed. She had massive bruising to the neck, a bandage over her nose, and bruising around the eyes. He had no injuries, just another dead body on his hands. Monk had gone straight to hospital, nothing too serious. Barney had been taken into custody, having owned up to the murder of Sweetlips. He had expected to spend rather a long time there, but a strangely rational senior detective had listened without judgement to Barney's story, and then released him on the grounds that he did not intend fleeing the country.
'You look awful,' said Barney.

Monk smiled through the bruises and the bandage.

'How come you're here?' she asked, voice sounding a little strange, what with her nose being bandaged and an odd shape at that.

'No idea,' said Barney. 'Told some detective my story, he listened, then he let me go. I'm not allowed to leave the country, apparently. So I'm afraid we'll have to cancel that trip to the Seychelles.'

Monk smiled.

'That was the weirdest evening I've ever had in my life,' she said.

'I suppose,' said Barney. 'It's certainly in my top ten.'

Monk started to laugh and then quickly stopped herself, as the movement was so uncomfortable.

Another silence. All along Monk, despite herself, had not failed to see Sweetlips as some sort of love rival. But there's nothing to make your girlfriend more secure about a potential love rival, than stabbing the potential love rival in the back. That'll do it every time.

'So, now that you're back in Scotland, are you staying?' she asked.

'Thought I might,' said Barney. 'Can't leave the country.'

She nodded, winced at the pain the movement caused her.

'Are you looking for company?' she asked.

Her eyes were bright in amongst the discolouration of her face.

'You sure you want to stay up here?' asked Barney. 'It rains a lot.'

'I've heard that. I can cope with it for a few days. Maybe a week or two. See how we get on, eh?'

'Aye,' said Barney. 'Course there are people who come here for a week or two and end up staying forever. You've got to be careful of that.'

Monk's hand appeared from under the covers, much as it had when she had been visited by God the previous night. Barney stretched forward and took hold of her fingers, a touch that was electric for them both, then the two of them settled back and looked into each other's eyes.

*** 

An hour later, Monk having drifted off to sleep, Barney tore himself away from her side and walked down the corridor to the coffee machine. He stopped suddenly as he was walking into the small waiting area.

There were two people there, sitting a few seats apart, both drinking coffee, waiting for him.

'Very touching,' said Taylor Bergerac. 'Time to pack your bags.'

Barney felt that cold grip on his spine, the old familiar feeling, the sensation of fear which he had lost years previously, but which had been re-introduced to him by Harlequin Sweetlips in all her various guises.

'Hold onto your hat,' said God. 'As my good mate Bob wrote, you ain't goin' nowhere.'

Bergerac slurped noisily at the coffee, winced, cursed under her breath.

'Damn, that coffee's still hot. Keeps burning my lips.'

'Well, there's some sort of irony,' said God.

'Bite me,' snapped Bergerac.

Barney shook his head, then walked forwards slowly and sat down opposite the two of them. He leaned forwards, elbows resting on his knees, head in his hands, ran his fingers through his hair.

What had he been thinking? That a happy life with Monk on his small Scottish island awaited him? How foolish and premature.

Slowly he lifted his head, looked from Bergerac to God.

'God?' he asked tentatively.

God nodded, aware that it was a pretty big concept for people to grasp.

'Why are you here?'

'I have a vested interest,' replied God. Bergerac snorted, then took another careful sip of coffee as God gave her an angry look.

'You mean, beyond the fact that you have an interest in all people?'

'Piece of crap,' interrupted Bergerac. 'This guy is mine, all mine, and under the Tripoli Convention there's nothing you can do about it. Nothing. So cut the crap and let's get this thing over with. Barney Thomson is mine, I'm calling him in, and. ... ' and she hesitated, then looked from God to Barney, 'you are dead, my friend.'

Barney wanted to be phlegmatic about this, he wanted to summon every reserve of indifference he could muster, he wanted to ooze cool, he wanted to be James Bond. But suddenly he was scared and he found that he had no strength to fight it.

'The Tripoli Convention?' he said, looking up at God.

God was shaking His head, staring at the floor.

'One of the old deals we worked out millennia ago. If one of us does a deal with the living which affects their eternal soul, the other can't interfere. That's how it goes.'

'And,' said Bergerac, 'if a further deal is unwittingly done by the other party, that deal is null and void as precedence is always given to the original deal, unless both signatories are willing to overlook the primary agreement. And I'm not. Look, I've invested a lot in this guy. I toyed with him, I plunged him into endless situations with murderers, I've had fun. I particularly liked all those dead monks.'

'Bastard,' muttered God.

'Not to mention bringing him back from the dead, of my own accord, I might add, after he'd fallen off that cliff. The dude is mine.'

God leaned back, let out a long sigh.

'Crap,' He muttered. 'I'm going to have to get my people to take a look at that Convention again.'

'Yeah,' said Bergerac, 'and then my people are going to bite your people on the ass. Don't even go there, pal.'

Bergerac stood up, took another sip from the endless cup of caffeine.

'Come on, dude, I've wasted enough time on this.'

She held her hand out towards Barney. Barney Thomson raised his head, looked into the eyes of Taylor Bergerac, eyes that burned a deep and dark spiteful red.

Third time unlucky. Confused and scared, no real idea of where he had gone wrong in life, Barney Thomson was about to die.

He looked at God, feeling helpless. 'I don't understand,' said Barney. 'What deal do I have with you?'

'Well, as part of the convention, I'm not really supposed to tell you, but seeing as you're about to get stiffed ... You died a coupla days ago.'

'No I didn't,' said Barney quickly.

Bergerac snorted again.

'Yes, you did,' said God. 'In the car crash. Not realising that you had a deal going on with Scrooge over there, I did a deal with your girlfriend, your life for her eternal soul. Under the general quid pro quo of the deal, you'd get to spend eternity with her too. Except, you can't, and my deal is null and void, because you already had one.'

Barney looked up at God. Barney's normally impassive face was laden with sadness for once. Barney Thomson finally had something to regret after years of self-delusion and years on the run from life. There was no cosy little barber's shop that could save him from this. There would be no more old men sitting in front of him chatting casually about women and the world banking crisis and whether Nietszche was gay.

'Fuck,' he said to God, and God nodded and shrugged His shoulders.

'That's what you get when you shake hands with the Devil,' He said.

Barney finally lifted his elbows from his knees and straightened his back. Some time and at some point you had to face the consequences, and whoever said those consequences weren't going to last for all eternity?

Taylor Bergerac was standing over him, a wicked smile on her face.

'Come in Number Seven,' she said rather prosaically, 'your time's up.'

She held out her hand again, her face somehow managing to radiate warmth, rather than the horrific malevolence of what lay beneath.

Barney looked into the red eyes and felt empty inside, all hope lost, the confused choirs of angels that had sung through his life now chanting a mournful lament for his imminent demise. The game was up, his number had been called. He lifted his hand.

'Hang on a second,' barked God, standing up and pushing Bergerac in the shoulder, away from Barney's outstretched hand. It seemed a curiously thuggish physical act from an omnipotent being.

'For Christ's sake,' said Bergerac, her eyes flashing a violent red once more. 'What now? Can't I just do my job in peace?'

God studied Bergerac's face closely. Barney looked up at the two of them, no real clue as to what was going on.

'What?' said Bergerac, trying to stand up to God's glare. But there was no denying, sometimes she just plain found God intimidating. And on this occasion, she realised that God was on to her.

God turned to Barney, although every now and again He cast a disdainful look back at Bergerac.

'Here's how it works. You, some guy, whoever, let's call him the customer, does a deal with me or this idiot. We shake on it. That's the deal. The customer shakes hands with the Devil, or he accepts the Hand of God, that's him cast in stone. So, the next day the customer wakes up and doesn't remember a thing. He'll get in life what it was he wanted, and then when the time comes, either me or Captain Connivance here will pitch up and reintroduce him to the original deal he made.'

Barney was watching God, letting the sound of His voice wash over him. He could just sit there all day.

'Tell me about your deal,' said God, looking at Barney. 'He must've reminded you about it by now.'

'We don't have time for th—'

God silenced Bergerac with the palm of His extended hand.

'You know, I killed my boss in —,' began Barney.

'I know that part,' said God, although there was no tone to His voice. 'I'm looking for the actual pact with the Devil.'

Barney shook his head and stared at the carpet. Bergerac muttered and turned her back.

'Apparently some guy pitched up and I signed a piece of paper, and ... '

'I knew it!' shouted God. 'You sneaky sonofabitch!'

'Ah, fuck you, you self-righteous bastard,' said Bergerac.

'What?' said Barney. Suddenly he just wanted this to be over. He wanted to be going where he was going, or he wanted to get a cup of coffee and go back to the room and sit with Monk.

'Well, of course I'm self-righteous, you heathen, I'm God!'

'What?' shouted Barney. 'Would you just tell me what's going on?'

He looked at God, and then at Bergerac. Bergerac had turned, her face flaming bitter red, the eyes scarlet and glaring.

'You've been duped,' said God. 'The memory of the deal with Satan, she implanted that in your head. No one signs anything in this business. We still deal in handshakes in our game. If you'd shaken her hand just then ... ' and he ran His finger across His neck. 'Man, I nearly missed it, the oldest trick in the book.'

'So why didn't you implant a dream where I shook your hand?' said Barney, looking at the flaming face of doom.

Bergerac pouted, shook her head, looked embarrassed.

'It's not ethical,' she muttered. 'You're allowed to try to dupe, but you have to stay within the rules. Crap.'

'So, all that stuff about you controlling my life and bringing me back from the dead?' asked Barney, standing up. Annoyed suddenly, and not just from the safety of having God standing next to him.

'Hell, I made all that shit up,' said Bergerac. 'You're just some sad loser who kept having weird shit happen to him. I kinda latched on to you because it was fun.'

Barney closed his eyes. His head dropped. Just as his life had started to make some sort of sense. A strange and inexplicable perverted sense, but it had seemed to have order.

He opened his eyes. Bergerac was gone. He turned, a thought that he would suddenly be alone, but God was still standing next to him.

The two men stared at each other for a few moments. Finally God shrugged.

'Don't listen to her,' said God, 'she's full of crap.'

Barney smiled ruefully, looked over his shoulder, expecting her to be back, to be behind him, to be everywhere.

'What now?' he asked, turning back to God.

'You get the cup of coffee you came along here for, you take it back to the room, and you sit with Monk until she wakes up.'

'That's it?'

'In the morning you get back to Millport, by tomorrow afternoon you can be cutting hair and Monk can be sitting on a bench looking across the sea to the mountains on Arran.'

Barney felt his breath catch in his throat. Just the thought of that normality. The island, the sea air, the cry of the gulls, the sound of the waves, the mountains across the water.

Barney Thomson looked down. God was holding His hand out towards him. Barney looked curiously into His eyes.

'What's the deal?' he asked.

'There's no deal,' said God smiling. 'I just wanted to shake your hand.'

Barney smiled and took the Hand of God. God patted him on the shoulder, lowered His hand and mock saluted.

'I'm on my way, Bud. Take care of yourself, and look after Monk. She deserves it.'

Barney nodded. God turned and began to walk away and then suddenly He wasn't there anymore. Barney stared at the space where He'd been, still feeling the warmth of His presence. Under other circumstances he might have been expecting the imminent return of Taylor Bergerac, but he knew she wouldn't be back.

He glanced over his shoulder, then walked slowly to the coffee machine and began to read through the fifteen different available options to see if he could find a plain, ordinary coffee in amongst the lattes and the cappuccinos and the machiatos.

*** 

There were two reasons why Barney had been released so quickly from custody by the police. One was the intervention of a higher power, as Barney might have supposed. The other was that Barney had confessed to the murder of a person whose body was not found by the police.

Barney and Monk had left the small hut and had called in the local police. They had then waited by the side of the road nearby, Monk bruised and bloodied, lying in Barney's arms.

The police had arrived, they had interviewed the two survivors, and they had taken Barney's statement. However, they were curious as to his confession to killing Harlequin Sweetlips, as in the hut where the murders had taken place there were only four bodies. Thomas Bethlehem and the three representatives of the prematurely destabilised breakaway Anglican movement. There was no knife, there was no Harlequin Sweetlips. Wherever she was, she had not lain dead in the room.

Harlequin Sweetlips, the woman that they had all supposed to be Margie Crane, was gone.

Epilogue

––––––––
The executives from Exron were very impressed with the presentation on behalf of Bethlehem, Forsyth & Crane. The fact that none of those currently representing the marketing company had been there when the deal had originally been settled, while disturbing at first, now seemed of little importance. It was clear that this was a quality piece of work.
The new senior executive at the firm, Jolanda Heartspring, was doing a fine job. One item remaining, she knew she had them well and truly hooked.

'So, finally we come to the Exron condom,' said Heartspring, and the executives from the latest toiletries operation on the planet all leaned forward.

'We're going,' Heartspring continued, 'for the FBS Condom from Exron. We'll have a guy and a girl lying in bed, really really jejune, post-coital bliss. You know, two people who've just had the shag of their lives. Then the hook line comes up; FBS Condoms from Exron. For that once in a lifetime experience, every night of your lives.'

There were nods and smiles along the row of panty-men.

'FBS?' said one of the bum-fluffs, curiously.

Heartspring smiled cheekily. She knew she had them.

'We never say,' she said. 'Never. However, we let it out as one of those urban myth type things, you know. Just let it grow around the country. It's never official, but everyone knows. Every time they see a billboard or a TV ad or a magazine, they'll know. But they'll feel like they've got a piece of knowledge that no one else has. It's going to be beautiful.'

The panty-men were sucked in. They leaned forward even further.

'Tell us,' said one of them.

'Yes,' said another. 'Tell us.'

Heartspring took a pace forward. The room waited expectantly. There was a hushed silence. The crowd was tense. Overhead a plane continued to circle, held in a never ending waiting pattern for Heathrow. A couple of tourist boats plied an unsatisfactory trade along the river. Cars zipped along Westferry, too fast in the rain.

Heartspring nodded, let the smile come and go from her face. Her eyes widened. The smile returned. The name meant nothing, the green eyes, the blonde hair, it all meant nothing. What mattered was what was inside, and the person who had been Margie Crane, the person who had become Harlequin Sweetlips, was now standing before expectant executives of Exron finally in control of the company she had helped create. And when she spoke, she spoke slowly and confidently, the words enunciated like George Clooney in From Dusk 'Til Dawn.

'Fucking Brilliant Shag.'

The room erupted in enthusiasm.

And it would not be until the moment of her death when she would be re-introduced to her malevolent benefactor, that Margie Crane would realise the cost at which she had managed to attain everything she'd ever wanted.

*** 

Barney Thomson lowered the handle, pushed the door open and walked into the small shop. The single barber, currently cutting the hair of old man McGuire, looked round, as did McGuire, old man Fraser on the bench, and the small hunchbacked figure stooped over a broom, sweeping up at the back of the shop. They looked at Barney, and then at the woman standing behind him, a heavy bandage across her nose.

'Oh my God!' said Keanu. 'Barney. Oh my God! Didn't expect you back so soon.'

It had been eight days. It had flitted past on Millport, where nothing had happened. It felt strangely like a lifetime away for Barney.

Barney shrugged.

'Couldn't stay away,' he said.

'Holy crap,' said Keanu, 'this is awesome. It's been quiet as a grave around here without you.'

He walked forward and shook Barney warmly by the hand. He looked at Monk, standing just behind Barney. It was impossible to tell how she felt about being thrust into this male company, as the bandage obscured much of her face.

'Hi,' said Keanu, extending his hand.

She took his hand, smiled through the bandage.

'Hi,' she said. 'You must be Keanu.'

Keanu's smile broadened. He looked at Barney with respect, pleased that he'd been talking about him, assuming the best.

'So you're here to stay?' he asked.

Barney glanced over his shoulder at her, a warm look, then turned away and left them to it. He walked to the back of the shop, where Igor was still standing staring at him, surprised that he had come back.

'I thought I'd lost you,' said Igor, although as ever this sadly came out as, 'Arf.'

Barney stood before his friend and nodded.

'You didn't think I was going to leave you in charge of this place for too long now, did you?' he said.

Igor smiled in his peculiar way. Barney put his hand on Igor's shoulder.

'I'm back, my friend.'

Still holding onto him, he turned and the two men surveyed the small scene. Keanu and Monk getting acquainted. A customer in the chair, another one waiting. Outside the seagulls circled and cried, the sea breeze blew, the waves restlessly controlled the bay, clouds flitted across a grey sky.

'And this time,' said Barney, 'I'm not going anywhere for a long time.'

'Arf,' said Igor.

Old man Fraser finally looked up from the bench.

'Very touching,' he said. 'You bugger off on holiday without a word of warning, and then when you finally get back to work you stand around for an hour and a half talking winsome pish. I'm ninety-one you know. If you don't cut my hair soon I'm going to die.'

Barney Thomson laughed, smiled, took off his jacket, threw it casually onto a peg, and then walked over to the barber's chair where his scissors and razors and brushes and combs lay neatly arranged where he'd left them the week before.
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