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INTRODUCTION


 


 





 


 


Set in
Scotland, Guilt Tripper is the fast-moving story of Glasgow man, Danny White,
an unemployed artist whose beautiful girlfriend has left him for his successful
and wealthy best friend, Bob Fitzgerald. Convinced his socialist beliefs have
made him soft, Danny decides things should change. So when he discovers
Fitzgerald has a perverted violent side, he extorts money from him which he
then uses to set up an art school in the Scottish Highlands for underprivileged
teenagers.


 


Everything
is perfect until a bedraggled Fitzgerald turns up at the school one night and tells
Danny the sinister truth about the money funding his project. Horrified and
conscience-stricken, Danny attempts to put things right - but is it all too
late?
















 


 


Please note:  This book was written, produced and self-edited in the UK
where some of the spellings and word usage vary slightly from U.S. English.


 


 


PART ONE


 


 


 CHAPTER:
1


 





 


In the midsummer
dusk, Judith hailed a taxi outside her hotel and asked to be taken to a
cultured bar. On route the driver received a phone call. Whatever was said must
have been pretty serious because he swung his black cab into oncoming traffic
and sped off in the opposite direction. They headed north, entering a very
different Glasgow, its rundown buildings alternating with overgrown wasteland. Turning
off the main drag, the cab rattled along a potholed road, bisecting a field of
flattened earth where a whole neighbourhood had recently been demolished. Judith
was starting to worry that she’d been kidnapped, until they reached the other
side, screeching up behind a police car and an ambulance, parked by some
derelict, reconstituted stone tenements. Here, the driver shot out and ran into
a ground floor apartment — the only one in the street which didn’t have iron
sheets over the windows — while she watched powerlessly from the back seat. 


 Thirty-year-old
Judith Child was an attractive woman with bobbed ash brown hair, a cheeky heart-shaped
face and sparkling, friendly blue eyes. She worked as assistant curator at Worcester
City Art Gallery, but desperately wanted to become chief somewhere in her own
right. For this though, she needed an Art History Masters degree, which was why
she’d come to Glasgow, for an interview up at the university. Either side of
this appointment she’d be touring the city all week, so as to become better
acquainted with her prospective home before driving back the following Tuesday.



 Once the emergency
services had left empty handed, Judith went in search of her taxi driver, whom
she found in the tenement close, comforting a tracksuited teenage girl. With a
nod he gestured for his fare to go on into the apartment where
she took a seat in the dimly lit lounge and balked at the whiff of stale urine
and the sight of the antiquated decor. The saddle brown, ‘leather
look’ suite was torn, exposing the yellow foam within, while the gold metallic wallpaper
from the early nineteen eighties reminded her of chocolate coins. Near the
mantelpiece, surrounded by catheter bag boxes, a large portrait painting on an
easel caught her attention. It depicted a woman in her thirties wearing a black
dress, with long raven hair, soul penetrating chestnut coloured eyes and a
determined but dignified, chiselled face. 


 “I’m sorry to have
inconvenienced you, only my ma’s had one of her fits,” the taxi driver
apologized as he entered the room, switching an orange shaded light on. “Poor
wee Katy back there was minding her when it happened.” 


 “Will your mother be
ok?”


 He shook his head. “She’s
been bed-ridden for over eight years now…we’re just waiting for the
inevitable.” 


 The taxi driver
stared sombrely into the middle distance, giving Judith an opportunity to study
him for the first time. At five foot eleven, he was an intense
looking, lean fellow approaching middle age, with sharp sculpted features and
unkempt brown hair. He wore an unstylish, black crew neck T-shirt dappled with
coloured oil paint, faded jeans and red, threadbare baseball pumps — the whole
outfit probably costing no more than twenty pounds. 


 “I see somebody in
the house is a painter,” she said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Who’s
the portrait of?”


 The taxi driver
turned to face the painting. “That’s my mother back in the seventies: strong
and indomitable, the way I like to remember her.” He went over to the easel,
removed the picture and handed it to Judith. “You know, she’s sacrificed all
joy and comfort for her beliefs. When I was a kid my dad wangled the eight of
us a four bed-roomed house from the council — but she refused to move. She said:
‘when everyone else gets four bedrooms we’ll go. Until that day we’re staying
put, in solidarity with our brothers and sisters.’ And where did all Annie
White’s principles get her, eh? Paralysed at fifty nine by a stroke, that’s
where.” He let out a long sigh. “Not long after, the love of my life left me. If
I’m honest, I spent more time worrying about that than thinking about ma — something
I’ll always regret. I’d even considered abandoning her so I could follow this
girl to Italy.” 


 Suddenly looking
ashamed, he retrieved the picture off Judith, who got up and followed him back
to the mantelpiece, so she could examine an old family photo on the gold
papered wall above, featuring the taxi driver as a child and what looked like
four elder sisters and a younger brother in a pushchair. 


 “So where are your
siblings now?” she asked. 


 “I haven’t seen any
of them in twenty-five years, except for Finley. He lives just across town in
the Gallowgate…but we don’t speak anymore and he’s banned from the house.” 


 “I’m sorry to hear
that. Is there no hope of reconciliation?”


 “Not until he stops
pumping crap into his veins, no.” 


 “Oh,” Judith looked
down at the tattered carpet, embarrassed by her own prying. 


 At this point Katy —
the young tracksuited brunette who’d once lived in the building across the road
until the council pulled it down — reappeared to look after the taxi driver’s
mother while he got his fare to her intended destination.


 Although it had gone
dark outside, the June night sky was still a luminous milky blue, making
haunting silhouettes of the derelict tenements and their chimney stacks. As
they drove through this desolate landscape, the taxi driver explained how the
housing association were waiting to demolish his building but couldn’t so long
as his mother was living there. They’d offered him a brand new house half a
mile away, but he’d refused to co-operate with an “illegitimate organisation”. He
claimed they had no mandate to push him around because just two fifths of the
eighty-three thousand former council tenants had voted to transfer into their
control. Caught between rent increases should they vote YES and no new homes or
repairs if they voted NO, for many, abstention had been their only real choice.



 As the cab passed
some newly built beige brick, two-up two-downs, the taxi driver began tutting. “Look
what the bastards are doing…they’re anglicizing us…splitting us up into
isolated units.” He looked in his rear view at Judith. “Why are you English so
petrified of community?”


 “I don’t know, I’ve
never really thought about it. Are we?”


 “Well, in most
European countries people live close together in tenement blocks, but in
England everybody wants their own little detached house with a private back
garden so they can talk to the rose bushes. I don’t know whether it’s because
they live this way that they don’t like other people, or because they don’t
like other people that they choose to live this way.” 


 “That’s ironic coming
from the murder capital of Western Europe,” Judith exclaimed, indignantly. But
he was too busy ranting to hear a word she said. 


 “Don’t get me wrong,
those tenements we live in back there are shit holes. But what angers me is,
shit holes or not, they’ve evolved into communities over the years. And that’s
what they do: every time a place enters its third generation it has to be
demolished, because the people there are so familiar with one another that they
start to think as one…and people who act and think as one — that scares the
bastards. I’m convinced they’ve deliberately infested the place with heroin to
drive a wedge between us…that and wilfully neglected our homes so that they can
legitimise demolition and replace them with nice little private houses.” 


 Judith pointed out
that many former council tenants had consciously rejected the tenement life he
was extolling. Indeed, those who’d bothered to participate in consultations
with the Housing Association had asked for private back gardens — their own
little sanctuary from drug addicts and alcoholics. They didn’t want to have to
walk through piss in the communal hallways any more, or try getting upstairs in
a wheelchair. 


 Stopping for some
traffic lights, the taxi driver took a breather. At first Judith thought he was
ruminating over what she’d said, but then he resumed his tirade without even
recognising her contribution. Although he was very intelligent, she’d noticed
that all his knowledge had been channelled into a depressingly negative outlook
on the world — something which began to annoy her. As he started another whine
about the demolition of his community and how he wasn’t going to leave without
a fight, she could hold her tongue no longer. 


 “How can you live in
that godforsaken place?”


 “Because it’s my
family’s homeland and nobody’s gonna move me just to suit their bourgeois
plans! Let the bastards force me out! That way I’ve still got my pride and
everyone can see what they’re all about!”


 “That’s just
romantic stubbornness,” Judith shrieked in exasperation. “Everyone would be
better off if you moved.” 


 The taxi driver
turned to face her through the Plexiglas, so angrily that she was beginning to
regret her outburst.


 “Listen, my mother
gave birth to five of her six children in there, and was herself born in the
next street down. It’s a spiritual thing. She’s gonna die in her homeland, just
like I know she wants.” 


 When the lights
changed there was an excruciating silence all the way to Oran Mor — a trendy
bar in a converted sandstone church at the corner of Great Western and Byre’s
Road, opposite the botanical gardens. On arrival, Judith tried paying the fare,
but the taxi driver, who actually seemed frightened by the ten pound note in
her hand, waved the offer away. 


“Tonight’s on the
house,” he said nobly, then handed her a card. “In future, ring this number and
I’ll sort you for half price.”
















 


 


 


CHAPTER: 2


 





 


 At Oran Mor, Judith
got befriended by a pair of local celebrities. Bob Fitzgerald was singer-songwriter
with a band called The Squeaky Kirk, his fiancée, Ingrid, a model in TV
commercials for a furniture chain. Not only did they buy her champagne, but
invited her to their engagement party the following Friday as well. 


 During the week in
between, everything went well, not least because Judith had won a place on her
course. Most evenings she utilized her half price taxi driver, who always
seemed strangely put out if she went anywhere other than Oran Mor. Indeed, he
seemed positively obsessed with the place, constantly quizzing her about it
whenever he picked her up outside. In fact, the only time he didn’t look
disappointed not to be going there was the night of the party, which he seemed
more excited about than she did. 


 Bob and Ingrid lived
in a trendy red-stone tenement near the university, off a blacked out landing
on the second floor. Here, Judith struggled through the packed apartment
searching for a familiar face, until Ingrid grabbed her by the hand and led her
away, zigzagging through the crowd to a big brick walled kitchen, where she
poured the pair of them a flute of champagne. With Swedish blonde, elbow length
hair, high cheekbones and striking cornflower blue eyes, Judith thought this
tall, svelte English woman was possibly the most beautiful female she’d ever
met. Wearing a lemon coloured silk cocktail dress, she could only have been
about twenty-six, making her fourteen years younger than Bob, who was an
athletic six foot-two with a tanned, horsey face and expensively styled, spiky
brown coiffeur. A conceited man, he wore a white designer suit and a pink silk
shirt, making him unmistakable as he moved about the party alone, watching
people enjoy his champagne like a proud chef watches happy diners. 


 Ingrid and Judith
were soon joined by others and a conversation ensued about art. With everyone
name dropping the contemporary painters they knew personally, Judith thought it
apt to mention her taxi driver and produced his card, printed with the name
DANNY WHITE. Ingrid’s smile disappeared. She excused herself from the other
guests and shepherded Judith to the twin Belfast sinks in the far corner, which
were filled with bottles of Moet and ice.


 “You say this Danny
White is a taxi driver? Only, the Danny White I know is supposed to be looking
after his ill mother full time.”


 “Yes — that’s the
one!”


 Ingrid took another
long look at the card then disappeared, leaving her guest to go among the
designer clad crowd. They proved a genial bunch, though Judith was a little
upset by their treatment of a bespectacled, lanky Englishman called Dickens. Not
only had they laughed on mass when he’d introduced himself to her as a writer,
but they’d also ridiculed his ragged brown suit and jibed about him being a
scrounger. This proved the final straw, prompting her to drain her third flute
of champagne and leave. As the apartment door boomed shut behind her, though,
she stopped suddenly in the darkness, hearing voices coming from the landing
above. One of them was definitely Ingrid’s and the other, a broad Scot’s, was
familiar too. 


 “How do you think I
felt, having to choose between my mother and my girlfriend?”


 “Oh don’t be
ridiculous!”


 “It’s the truth! You
weren’t prepared to stick around coz you didn’t want to be held back. You knew
that my looking after mum would prevent you from having all the goodies you
were after. I can understand that, she’s not your mother. But how could you
choose materialism over love?”


 Now Judith knew it
was her taxi driver, Danny, no mistake. 


 “Love?” Ingrid
laughed mockingly. “Life’s short Danny and us girls haven’t got time to mope
about like you…we’ve got nests to build…babies to contemplate. That’s when
romantic love ends and we have to start being practical and sensible. Sometimes
you can’t buy the prettiest coat. You have to buy the one that’s going to keep
you warm.”


 “So you don’t love
Bob then?”


 “No. The very notion
of being in love with somebody else negates what you were convinced was love in
the first place. It’s a catch-22. If you’ve only ever had one love then how do
you know it’s the most you can be in love? Likewise, if you’ve had several or
more then you no longer know how to value it. In other words, there’s no such
thing! Love and Communism Danny, they’re just ideals, and you’re just a
hopeless romantic. I mean, how many girlfriends have you had since me?” There
was a silence. “How many Danny? Over the last eight years, how many?”


 “None.”


 “See. Rather than
accept that love is just a hallucination experienced by the young, you cling
onto the idea, like a religion. To have another relationship — not love, but a
grown up relationship — would mean betraying the saintly image you have of
yourself. You’d rather martyr yourself to loneliness than be accused of being
fickle, just like you martyr yourself to poverty to avoid being implicated with
‘capitalism’. Grow up!”


 “Just because you’re
devoid of honour, don’t ridicule mine.” 


 “God, you’re so
sanctimonious!” 


 “Ingrid, you walked
out on me coz you couldn’t handle my responsibility for my mother…Yes, that’s
right, the very sort of practical, sensible responsibility you said you had to
renounce our love for. Then you ran off to Italy with my best friend, coz he
didn’t have any baggage, and, more importantly, he’d just released his second
album and could buy you the middle-class existence you wanted.” 


 “No Danny! That’s the
version you choose to believe because you’re frightened of confronting yourself…Do
you want to know the truth? Do you, really?” 


 “Come on then, tell
me!”


 “I’d been plucking
up the courage to finish the relationship months before your mother fell ill. Then
I postponed my actions because of the stroke. I stuck with you for another six,
hard months…and they were hard because I was forcing myself, trying to convince
myself it was right so as to avoid hurting you any further. So don’t you dare
call me selfish! You’re not the only person who makes sacrifices you know!”


 “So it was all a lie
then?”


 “No! But I couldn’t
put up with your ugliness any more.”


 “Oh thanks.”


 “Not physical
ugliness, ugly personality traits…traits that were destroying me.”


 “Go on,” Danny’s
voice was quavering now with emotion.


 “Your stubborn
inflexibility on love is reflected in your politics, your morals, even in your
art for God’s sake. Your all or nothing crusade…well, it’s not natural…it’s
suffocating! At first it was really attractive. I was a young drama student and
your views helped me to view the world differently — something essential to my
acting that I’m forever indebted to you for. But as your opinions kept going
round on a loop, while the rest of the world was changing all about us, you
started becoming a parody of yourself. You had all this anger at the human race
and it was caught up in a non-productive, vicious cycle. Put bluntly, you were
a miserable bastard and you were making me miserable too. I mean this in all
honesty Danny: it disappoints me that you haven’t changed.” 


 There was a long
silence. Judith tensed up, mindful not to make any noise which might betray her
eavesdropping. 


 “So why did you go
with Bob then?”


 “Some of what you
say is true, of course. But again, only you could portray positive things in
such a negative way. Yes, Bob’s ambition and success are important to me. We’ve
been together for eight years, not because of ‘love’ but because we’re compatible.
We share needs and aspirations. We can travel together. See, Bob’s not an
absolutist like you. He doesn’t shout at me because I state an opinion he
doesn’t believe in. We have dialectical conversations. We work together...You
know, Danny, you’re a very intelligent man, but there’s no beauty in being
right all the time. I mean, why is it that all your wisdom is so negative? Most
of us ignorant people go hunting for goodness among the horror, but you already
know there’s no goodness and so you search for horror to bolster your case.” 


There was an intense
silence before Ingrid spoke again, trying to mitigate any upset she’d caused. “Will
you come inside for a lemonade or something?”


 “No, it’s best I get
off.” 


 “You’ve got to move
forward…start being positive… come on, eh?”


 Judith removed her
heels and tip-toed downstairs, wincing at the crackling sound made by grains of
chipped stone beneath her feet. Outside, she went to get a well-earned
cigarette from her handbag, only to discover that she’d left it in the party. When
she returned, she found Danny encircled by old friends in the kitchen, where he
cut a startling contrast in his market clothes. However, everyone seemed
genuinely delighted to see him, but refrained from being too demonstrative, due
the presence of Bob. The latter stared down at the floor, which was
understandable considering the circumstances. Being forced to stand with his
former best friend, whose girlfriend he’d stolen, must have been excruciating. 


 Judith weaved her
way to the far corner of the kitchen and reclaimed her handbag from near the
ice filled sinks. On turning round again she jolted. A dark haired, brooding
character called Herman was leering at her from the periphery of the circle
surrounding Danny, oblivious that he was himself under surveillance. Among the
babbling crowd over his shoulder, a small, skinny girl with long, red curly
locks stared at him in a sort of obsessive trance, until the sound of exploding
glass brought the whole party to an abrupt halt. Seething with jealousy at the
attention being lavished on his rival, Bob Fitzgerald had hurled a champagne
flute at the architrave of the door, showering those in its vicinity with small
pieces of glass, before barging out. Of course, Ingrid ran after him and
neither would be seen again that night. They’d booked into a plush hotel in
town until the Monday anyway, so as to recover from their hangovers while the
cleaners tidied the apartment. 


 
















 


 


CHAPTER: 3


 





 


The following Tuesday
morning, Judith took the roof down on her Aquarius blue, Volkswagen Beetle and
started for home, driving in warm sunshine, across the city centre’s sloping
gridiron of fine Victorian buildings. Coming out along Duke Street in the East
End, she passed the Great Eastern Hotel: a homeless hostel in a former garments
factory, six sandstone floors high and thirty windows long. Around its front
steps, a dozen young men wearing jogging trousers, matted fleeces and baseball
caps were congregated, smoking cigarettes and drinking from a can of strong
beer, a one legged character among them on crutches. While passing, Judith did
a double take. A bespectacled figure in an old brown suit had just come out of
the doors and was making his way down the steps through the huddle, sucking on a
roll up cigarette. She slowed down until he drew level then cruised alongside
him.


 “Dickens?” 


 Dickens stopped to
stare into the now stationary vehicle, then, realizing who it was, rolled his
eyes and carried on. Judith felt sorry for the guy because of the
condescending, if not downright nasty manner in which the Oran Mor crew had
treated him. He’d obviously taken great offence to their mocking and, she
reckoned his rudeness now was due to him associating her with them. So, feeling
guilty, she gave it another go and cruised alongside him once more. 


 “Dickens, can I give
you a lift somewhere?” 


 Dickens stopped dead
in his tracks, turned, tugged on his roll-up then sighed heavily, filling
Judith’s face with Old Holborn tobacco smoke. 


 “I’m on my way to
Herman’s – to do his garden,” he said glumly, like a sulking schoolboy. 


 The mere mention of
this name seemed to paralyse Judith with fear.


 “Err…I can err…I can
drop you there,” she replied, hesitantly. 


 Dickens climbed into
the car, which now had a hooting traffic jam behind it. Following his
directions, Judith drove across the River Clyde to a leafy part of
Pollokshields, where sandstone villas and Baronial mansions stood set back from
the road. On learning that Herman had already left for a hospital appointment,
she accepted her passenger’s invitation to a cup of tea and followed him into a
seven bed-roomed, blonde-stone gothic pile, complete with conical roofed corner
turret. While he made drinks in a kitchen the size of most people’s apartments,
she perused the sepia photos on the oak panelled hallway walls, where she was a
little perturbed to find all twelve were of Bob Fitzgerald singing. 


 Dickens led the way
out through some French doors to a wrought iron table and chairs on the
terrace, carrying bone china crockery on a silver tray. While he poured the tea,
Judith wiped the creases from her white cotton summer dress then sat down to
admire the olive and emerald green stripes of the long, sweeping lawn. 


 “I suppose you want
to know how I came to be at the Great Eastern?” Dickens asked, perceptively. 


 Judith shrugged her
shoulders, embarrassed by his insight. 


 It transpired that
Dickens had been abandoned as a baby and spent his formative years in care. Since
then, if he wasn’t backpacking or sleeping in a tent, he’d resorted to the
hostels. He’d spent the previous summer dossing in the Scottish Highlands and,
on his way back to England, had wandered into Glasgow and a little bar called
The Mitre. The place was packed with arty types from all over Scotland, who met
there every six months to discuss their ‘movement’. Dickens had merely been an
anonymous onlooker, but people kept enquiring about what he did and where
they’d seen him. He’d never been noticed before without deliberately courting
attention, so for people as important as writers and painters to see value
where he felt there was none, was flattering. It was the night he’d first seen
Bob Fitzgerald, stood alone in the corner, perusing his fellow artists with
disdain. On spotting Dickens, though, he’d made a beeline for the drifter, who,
desperate not to jeopardise this newfound attention, had introduced himself as
a writer. Indeed, from that moment on, Dickens had been masquerading as a man
of literature, hence the nickname which he only now recognised as Oran Mor
sarcasm. Writing, he’d thought, was the easiest way to fit in. Anybody could
pick up a pen, whereas painting and music took years to learn and he couldn’t
afford the equipment for photography. 


 Dickens had deluded
himself that these artists could be like the family he’d never known, with Bob
as a father figure. But, he told Judith, he should have learned long ago that
such things never could be, having made the same mistake time and again throughout
his thirty years — working on a fairground, running with football hooligans and
even living with new-age travellers. 


 Dickens explained
how he’d never had time for his carers. He’d constantly run away from homes in
search of unconditional love, or at least people to want him for who he was,
not simply because he was the vehicle to a pay packet. Paradoxically, though,
he was constantly pretending to be somebody he wasn’t in order to attract that
love. For example, he reckoned he’d never enjoyed violence, but was always the
first one into fights at football matches, often at the expense of a broken
nose or rib, in order to impress the older, ‘top boys’. He reminisced about
their post combat hugs of approval.


 “And it’s exactly
the same now, pretending I’m a writer so they’ll like me.” Dickens pulled the
rimless glasses from his big, beaklike nose and skimmed them into a nearby pear
tree. “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with my eyesight — I just thought it
gave me a bit of a WB Yeats look.” 


 Judith was grateful
for this light relief, laughing away some of the embarrassment that confidantes
often have to endure. 


 “As you’ve probably
noticed, they’ve all sussed me out,” Dickens continued. “Some bastard must have
told them where I live. You should have seen the way they used to treat me when
they thought I was the next Alasdair Grey, compared to how they mock me now. I’m
a laughing stock.”


 “No!” Judith grabbed
Dickens’s hand across the table to reassure him, even though she knew he was
right. 


 “As soon as
possible, I’m leaving Glasgow for good.” 


 “But why throw it
all away just when their getting to know you for who you really are…the thing you
claim to want above all else?”


 “Yes, I want people
to like me for who I am, but these people only like you for what you’ve got. No,
the more they get to know me the less I’m respected.”


 She couldn’t argue. Their
lack of respect for Dickens was written in neon lights for everyone to see. 


 “How come you’re
doing Herman’s gardening then?” Judith asked, trying to change the subject.


 “So I can raise the
funds to get out of here. If I do all the flower borders he’ll give me a
hundred quid.”


 She scanned the
expansive lawn. It was a big job.


 “Do the two of you
talk much?”


 “Talk? Herman?” Dickens
pulled a bewildered expression. “Herman talks to nobody.”


 “Not even to Bob?”


 “Not even to him.”


 “Then how come he
hangs around with him? I mean, how did they meet?” 


 Dickens shrugged his
shoulders, “I’m damned if I know. Herman used to turn up very occasionally at
Oran Mor to see Bob, who always looked embarrassed by the guy and got him out
of there pronto. Ingrid and the other girls were petrified of him, coz he used
to just sit in silence, staring at everyone. Then, all of a sudden, he and Bob
became inseparable. Wherever Bob goes Herman’s there, even though it pisses the
others off…To be honest I think he’s a bit of an imbecile. He’s only got this
place coz it was inherited from his parents.” 


 Just then, somebody
appeared behind Judith. She turned to find the redheaded girl from the party
standing on the terrace, looking extremely nervous.


 “Oh…I’m really sorry
to disturb you…I’m err, I’m looking for Herman?” She spoke with a trembling,
honeyed Surrey accent.


 “He’s not here at
the moment,” Judith replied. “Is there anything I can do?” She asked this
because the girl looked so perturbed, haunted even. “Would you like some tea?” 


 As the girl put the
palm of one hand against her stressed brow and shook her head, a tear ran down
her left cheek. Judith shot up immediately to put an arm around her slight,
quivering frame. As she did so, Dickens gave them some privacy, taking off up
the garden on a motorized lawnmower, sucking on another roll up. 


 Once Judith had got
the young girl sat down at the table and given her a big hug, drying her tears
for her with a hanky, she began opening up. 


 “At the party I
couldn’t quite grasp where I’d seen Herman before. It wasn’t until Sunday
afternoon that it suddenly hit me.” The girl stopped talking, seemingly
reluctant to carry on.


 “What? What suddenly
hit you?” Judith probed. 


 “This is a little
awkward for me. Promise, promise, promise you won’t tell anybody what I’m about
to say.”


 Judith took both of
the girl’s hands with her own. “I promise.”


 “Last year, I spent
a night trying to be a prostitute…I can’t believe I did it, but I had no money
and was determined not to ask my parents for any help. You see, I’m trying to
divorce myself from them, from their ideas, from their expectations…from
everything, so that I can finally be my own person.” At this point she made a
limp hand gesture, dismissing the tangent she was racing off on. “I say
‘trying’ because in the end I just couldn’t go through with it. I got into a
car with some guy, but when we pulled up at Glasgow Green for the business, I
sprang out of the passenger seat and ran as fast as my legs would carry me.” She
gripped hold of Judith’s arm as if pleading to be understood. “That same night,
one of the girls was beaten almost to death. I was the last person to see her
out of a wheelchair.” She raised her eyebrows ashamedly. “She was getting into
a Mercedes — with Herman. I came round to confront him myself… thought it best
to get his side of the story before doing anything rash.”


 “Why don’t you just
ring the police?” Judith asked, confounded. 


 “Would you if it meant
the whole world thinking you were a prostitute?”


 “There’s no need to
tell them that and, besides, you’re not are you?”


 “Oh, and you think
that’ll make any difference to some defence barrister? By the time they’ve
finished with me I’ll be Madam Whiplash.”


 “But what if he does
it to somebody else?”


 Sighing deeply, the
girl took a phone from her jeans pocket.


 “You’re absolutely
right. It’ll be good to get it off my conscience once and for all. That’s one
of the things I wanted to talk to somebody about. It’s been bad enough keeping
this to myself for so long, but now I know who it is – Christ!” 


 The police said
they’d send someone round to the girl’s apartment within the hour and Judith
agreed to go along and provide moral support. Before leaving, she went down
onto the lawn and said farewell to Dickens, though kept him in the dark
concerning their intruder’s revelation. 


 “Thanks for the tea.
I’m really glad I met you.” She gave him a warm hug and kissed him on the
cheek. “I love you Dickens.”


 This was said in a
platonic way, but it was obvious that Dickens, so starved of affection all his
life, saw something there that wasn’t. 


 


Judith’s new acquaintance
lived in a one-bedroom apartment in Mount Florida, on a steep street of blonde
sandstone tenements, whose bow windows created a wonderful ripple effect. Judith
had assumed it was in the process of being redecorated, until the occupant
confessed it had never looked any different in the two years she’d been living
there. The walls were bare but for the odd stubborn patch of patterned wallpaper,
and there were no carpets, just rough floorboards. Indeed, the only décor in
the living room was an old chintz patterned couch and a portable TV on top of a
crate. Nobody would have guessed that this pasty girl, called Angie, was the
daughter of wealthy parents down in London; her father a City hedge-fund
manager; her mother a novelist. But this was because she’d divorced herself
from them and their middle class ways, intending to plough her own path, free
from accusations of ‘privilege’ every time she achieved something under her own
steam. Not only had she changed her surname by deed poll, but turned down a
place at Oxford University — where both her parents and her two elder sisters
had graduated with first class degrees — for Glasgow instead. 


 Angie told Judith
all this in the three hours it took for a Detective Chief Inspector to arrive. He
introduced himself, but the women were too stressed by his accusatory stare to
comprehend his name. Once he’d confirmed that Angie did indeed want to talk
about the attempted murder of a Miss Carina Curran, he gestured for her to take
a seat alongside Judith, as if he owned the apartment. Once she got started
there was no holding her. In fact, on several occasions he had to ask her to
slow down. He wasn’t taking notes, just listening with blank inscrutability. This
caused Angie to keep repeating herself, in the futile hope he’d acknowledge
that what she was saying was being heard or, more importantly, believed. 
















 


 


 


CHAPTER: 4


 





 


 Judith left Angie’s
shortly after the detective. Her travel schedule ruined, she thought she may as
well visit Danny, whom she’d been ringing to no avail ever since the party,
worried about his feelings in the wake of Ingrid’s appraisal on the landing. Having
driven back across town and into the more neglected side of Glasgow, she turned
onto the field of flattened earth, where she caught her first sight of thick
grey smoke, billowing from somewhere among the derelict tenements up ahead. Reaching
the junction for Danny’s street, her way was blocked by a police squad car,
parked across the road, blue light flashing. Kids on bikes were hurtling into
the street unobstructed, so she abandoned her vehicle and jogged behind,
towards the dark mist and deep buzzing sound of fire engines. Reaching the
outer ring of what must have been fifty onlookers — many dressed in black — she
heard an exasperated voice through a loud hailer, repeatedly imploring people
to move back. Standing on tip-toes, she caught her first glimpse of violent flames,
but it was impossible to tell from which part of the building they were coming exactly
because of the smoke, and so it took another whole minute before her worst
fears got confirmed. It was Danny’s apartment.


 Judith barged to the
head of the crowd, but as she stumbled out from the throng, her way was barred
by several shirt-sleeved police officers. Beyond them, two crews fought the
fire, half a dozen hoses blasting the growling building in vain. Staring into
the flames, she found it difficult to comprehend that Danny and his mother
might be trapped in that diabolical heat. Just then, a warm breath tickled the
back of her ear. 


 “How’s that for a
leaving party then?” 


 Judith turned round
— it was Danny! In spite of the hot sunshine, he was wearing a baggy black
suit, which would have been fashionable sometime in the mid-eighties.


 “Danny! Thank God
you’re safe. Where’s your mother? Is she Ok?”


 “There’s nothing
that can harm her now. She died on Friday night while I was out at Bob and
Ingrid’s party…We’ve just come back from the cremation…wanted it over and done
with as soon as possible, as was the old girl’s wish.”


 “I’m so sorry…what
happened to the apartment?” Judith asked, a little excitedly. 


 “Well, it was left
empty today for the first time in eight years and, coincidentally, it just
happened to go up in smoke, along with all the booze and pieces for the wake,”
Danny snorted sardonically. “The bastards got me out in the end eh!” 


 Judith, who
attributed this statement to Danny’s paranoia, was more inclined to point the
finger at kids bored on their summer holidays from school than at some
capitalist conspiracy. During her week driving around the city, she’d seen
quite a few burnt out apartments, usually in derelict tenements on the outlying
schemes, but sometimes in semi occupied blocks as well. Unfortunately, not only
was Glasgow the murder capital of Western Europe, but the house fire and arson
capital of Britain too. 


 Judith had intended
to get off as soon as possible, but she felt duty bound to make sure Danny was
going to be ok first and so ended up at the relocated wake. It was held at The
Brothers Bar on Saracen Street — a whitewashed, single floored, apartment
roofed, windowless place, welded onto the end of a red-stone tenement. After a
while, Danny started to tire of people’s sympathy and asked Judith to accompany
him outside, where they sat on the roadside of an adjacent service lane, in the
cool shadow of the pub. Her job, she knew, was to listen. 


 “Do you know how
much I resent that woman, my mother? I hate her for the rigid morality she’s
inflicted upon me.” He put his head between his knees for a moment before
looking up again and continuing. “No wonder my sisters got as far away from her
as possible, before they were drained of all joy as I have been. I can even
sympathize with Fin’s drug addiction, poor wee bugger. It must have been his
only escape from the evil world she portrayed to us, even as kids, when all we
wanted to do was play and be normal.” He turned to Judith. “I went looking for
him yesterday you know, but he’s been evicted from his apartment and now it’s
got an iron shutter over the front door. The guy across the landing told me the
former occupants had received Anti-Social Behaviour Orders for drug dealing. I
looked everywhere for him, but it was no good.” He put his head back between
his legs and spoke into the hole, so that his voice was slightly muffled. “Even
as bloody kids we’d been conditioned to view fun as a sin — something that
couldn’t be justified on such an ‘inequitable’ planet. We sneered at the
ignorance of the other children, yet were so jealous of their unaffected
happiness that we’d start fights with them.” Danny seemed ashamed at this
recollection, burying his head further between his legs and not speaking for at
least another minute. When he did eventually re-emerge and start talking again
he didn’t stop, and furnished Judith with a profile of his mother that he’d
obviously been rehearsing for years, until this moment, when he could finally
spew out the ambivalence he felt towards her. 


 The eldest of six children,
Annie Gilchrist had been brought up through the 1930s and 40s. Between her
mother’s strict religious beliefs and father’s Communism there’d certainly been
no room for light heartedness, and she’d spent most of her childhood helping
old grandmother Gilchrist with work before getting a job in a laundry. With
this background it was small wonder Danny ended up inhibited by an unlikely
fusion of Christianity and Marxism. However, he was starting to suspect that his
mother had only been a lip-syncer, for her actions hadn’t necessarily
complimented her virtuous ideals. It may simply have been a case of opposites
attracting, but her choice of husband seemed to be, at the very least, a
subliminal rejection of her upbringing. 


 Danny’s father,
Dougie was an atheist whose only ideology was football. He was a drunken, gambling,
fornicating, bar room brawler and bloody good laugh. There was certainly no
romanticising of the working man with him. As far as Dougie was concerned, if
you worked then you were a mug and any money that did filter into the White household
came from illicit sales of cigarettes and booze in the city’s pubs. In truth,
he was a counterforce to Annie’s parents, a living proof that she was looking
for something other than the sober outlook she’d inherited. But, ultimately,
she’d been unable to shed such a deeply ingrained sense of guilt at having fun
and so her kicks were experienced vicariously, through the legendry antics of
her husband. 


Judith had assumed Danny’s
father was dead. In fact, nobody knew either way. During the summer of 1978 he’d
flown to Argentina to watch Scotland in the World Cup Finals and never
returned, along with many other fellow countrymen. 


 Although Danny
resented Annie for passing on her hang-ups, he appreciated that she’d tried to
break out of her oppressive mould by marrying Dougie, which ensured his
upbringing was at least only half as grim as her own. 


 “I swear to you
Judith, one way or another I’ve got to emancipate myself from her ideals,
otherwise what’s left of my life is gonna pass by without a single drop of
pleasure.” 


 They returned to The
Brothers Bar and both sipped orange juice, the bereaved being a paragon of
temperance, just like his mother. Sober, Judith found the drunken wake
physically draining, but didn’t leave until she was sure Danny would be in safe
hands. Thankfully, Katy volunteered to put him up with her parents and, as
regards the inconvenience caused by the fire, it had only been a matter of time
before the authorities had had him removed from the apartment anyway. Of
course, priceless objects such as family photographs had been lost but, Judith
thought, most of the fixtures and fittings probably belonged on a fire anyway. With
her mind at rest, she eventually left just before seven, without having
mentioned Herman’s prostitute beating, which she’d deemed an inappropriate
topic under the circumstances. 
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 That October, Judith
started her sabbatical from work and moved to Glasgow, where she rented a one
bed-roomed, West End apartment. Situated on the top floor of a blonde-stone
tenement, her bow windowed living room was in the building’s conical roofed
corner turret, which reminded her of a French Chateau. These tenements where
broadly known as either blonde-stones or red-stones, but they were far more
varied than that, with six different types of ‘blonde’ and four types of ‘red’
across the city.


 Judith’s apartment
was only a couple of blocks from the university: a neo-gothic palace in blonde
sandstone, which had a soaring bell tower with a sooty, skeletal steeple
resembling a shuttlecock. It was here, after the first of her tutorials, that
she ran into Angie beneath the vaulted cloisters that bisected the grass
quadrangle. Wearing a grey woollen roll neck with jeans, and cloaked to the
waist in red coiled hair, the youngster had just begun the final year of an
English degree. Spotting Judith, her sea green eyes conveyed genuine delight
and the pair of them walked together, emerging from the cloisters onto a
hilltop overlooking Kelvingrove Park, which was now approaching its full autumn
splendour. As Judith focused on the twin red-stone campaniles of the
Kelvingrove art gallery, towering above the golden trees down below, Angie
updated her on the Herman saga, which had taken a sensational twist. Apparently,
he’d admitted picking the prostitute up, but reckoned somebody else had
assaulted her. That somebody was Bob Fitzgerald. 


 “The trial’s going
on as we speak. I gave evidence last week and somehow managed to get through it
without any aspersions being cast against my character, either by the barristers
or the press — thank God.” Angie looked up at the pale blue sky momentarily,
holding both hands together as if praying. “When they asked why it had taken me
so long to go to the police, I said I probably never would have had it not been
for you.” She winced in an expression of regret. “I’m sorry, but I mentioned
your name in court…it just sort of happened before I realized.”


 Judith rubbed
Angie’s shoulder. “That’s ok, don’t worry about it.”


 The young student
puffed her cheeks out, trying to repress a smile of relief before continuing. 


“The prosecution
reckoned that Herman was an obsessive Squeaky Kirk fan who stalked the band. Bob
exploited this by using him to procure prostitutes, so as not to run the risk
of being seen soliciting himself and ending up on the front page of the Daily
Record. On the occasion in question, Herman’s picked up this girl – Carina
Curran – and driven her to Bob’s secret shag-pad apartment over in Govan.” To
indicate where she meant, Angie nodded towards some dinosaurian looking, black
shipyard cranes, beyond the tenement rooftops on the opposite, south side of
the River Clyde. “Anyway, Herman’s been waiting in the kitchen there, ready to
transport her back to Calton, post coitus, when he hears a loud argument in the
bedroom. Carina — a classically trained cellist by the way — was taunting Bob,
saying that she knew who he was and that his music was crap. Herman reckons she
was going on and on and then, suddenly, she just stopped mid-sentence and there
was complete silence. The next thing, Bob emerged and asked him to come to the
room, where Carina’s lying in a pool of blood with a bronze paper weight on the
floor by her head. Bob was convinced she was dead and begged Herman to dispose
of the body, but he refused and left her at the side of Paisley Road instead,
after ringing an ambulance.” Judith was shaking her head, lower lip hanging. “Of
course, afterwards, Bob’s had no choice but to let Herman hang around with him
full time, fearing he’d spill the beans otherwise.” 


 “What’s Bob had to
say?”


 Angie screwed her
face up in disappointment, “nothing. He said zilch in the police station and,
as yet, zilch in court. He’s being represented by a guy called Fergus Baxter,
who looks after all the gangsters…but even he couldn’t prevent him being
remanded in Barlinnie Prison.”


 “So what happened to
Herman then?” 


 “He got remanded in
Barlinnie too, but after a week they transferred him to a mental hospital.” Judith
closed her eyes and exhaled, as if a safety valve had been activated in her
body, releasing some of the pressure induced by such hideous news. “Apparently,
he’s an obsessive. Once he gets his mind on something it completely overwhelms
his life, until the strain becomes too much and he has to be detained in
hospital. Giving evidence, his psychiatrist said he suffers from something akin
to Asperger’s syndrome…reckons that Bob and the Squeaky Kirk we’re most
probably the only thing in his brain these last few years, outside of normal
day to day activities.” 


 There was a brief
silence and Angie looked suddenly distressed, as if the possibility of a
miscarriage of justice had finally struck her. 


 “What did this girl
who got beaten look like? Was she pretty?” Judith enquired, hungrily. 


 Angie shook her
head. “She was fat — especially for a junkie. According to Herman’s evidence
that’s how Bob likes them. She had massive tits, long, shaggy dark hair, thigh
length leather boots and a short black skirt to show her big butt off.”


 “She’s the opposite
of Ingrid in other words.” 


 “Ingrid’s a trophy,
to be exhibited alongside his flash car and designer clothes. It’s not what she
does for him sexually or emotionally that matters, so much as the impression
she makes upon his audience. Perhaps Carina’s indicative of the real Bob,
trapped somewhere beneath all that received snobbery…a Bob who secretly loves
baked beans, even though he’ll only eat caviar in public.”


 Judith exhaled
again. “How’s Ingrid coping with all of this?”


 “According to
gossip, she was spending a lot of time with her ex-boyfriend, that taxi driver
fellow who turned up at the party.” 


 “Really?”


 “But then the
apartment got repossessed. She went back to England and the taxi driver had a
breakdown, apparently. Last I heard he was living over in the East End, where
he’s being looked after by a brother who’s trying to get off herione.”


 Knowing how liberal
people could be with the term ‘breakdown’, Judith was anxious to see for herself
just how Danny was bearing up. 
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 The next day, after
a busy afternoon of research for her course, Judith found Finley White’s
address on the Internet. In the process she happened across a local newspaper’s
website, its front page exclaiming: 


 


JUDGE ORDERS RETRIAL
– ROCK STAR RELEASED


 


According to the
article, Bob Fitzgerald’s defence had demanded a retrial, not least because the
only evidence against him had been from his co-defendant Herman Knapp — a certified
madman. The newspaper also suggested that the retrial was just a formality,
because, in the absence of compelling new evidence, Bob would almost certainly
be acquitted. In the meantime he was free to go, unlike Herman, who remained
incarcerated under the Mental Health Act. 


 That evening, Judith
drove across to Alexander Parade, a thoroughfare of fine sandstone tenements,
just east of the city centre. Here and there in the darkness, the white light
of a booze store or take away broke up the wall of corrugated shutters on the
ground floors, but apart from that it was a murky place. She turned into a side
street where a dozen teenagers were hanging about on the corner, wearing
tracksuits and baseball caps and throwing lighted fireworks at one another. As
she passed, one of them doubled up to stare inside the car, trying to ascertain
whether its cargo was friend or foe. 


 The White brothers
lived in a quadrangle of three floored, brown brick apartments, huddled between
an enclave of industrial units and the M8 motorway, which emitted an incessant
hum. As Judith waited for a response from the intercom, she kept glancing
anxiously over each shoulder, fearing that the street corner gang may have
followed her. She pressed the buzzer five times without any response and was
just turning to go when the speaker crackled into life and a husky, unfamiliar
male voice asked her identity. Surprisingly, the communal door clicked open
without her having to explain anything more than her name, as if the person on
the other end were already aware of her existence. 


 Judith was half-way
up the brightly lit stairs when a thin character in a white Lacoste shell suit
came to meet her, introducing himself as Finley White. About thirty-five years
old, he had medium length greasy hair, a gaunt face and naïve looking, watery
eyes. After taking her coat, he led her into the dank apartment, where she sat
on a cigarette burned, burgundy coloured couch, next to a copy of that night’s local
newspaper.


 “So you’re Judith,”
he said, as if having finally solved some lifelong puzzle. 


 “Oh, your brother’s
mentioned me then?”


 “Oh yes — he’s
mentioned nothing else. When I took him in, he just kept muttering, like one of
those dying cowboys in the movies: ‘Must say sorry to Judith…Must say sorry to
Judith.’ Does that make any sense to you?”


 “No. He’s certainly
owes me no apologies that I know of.”


 “Well, he’s not
uttered a single word since…I think it’s his pride.”


 “Pride?”


 “Yes.” Fin sat down
next to Judith, his voice dropping to a gravely whisper. “I think he feels
ashamed that he kicked me out the house, especially now he’s relying on me to
look after him. It’s like he’s sent himself to Coventry. But it’s me who should
feel ashamed and I do. I did nothing to help my ma, just compounded her
problems with my antics. Looking after Danny now is my way of making amends. He
was there for her and now I’m here for him. Perhaps you might be able to
explain this to the bloody fool.”


 “Where is he?”


 “He’s in his bed as
always. I think it’s best if we wait for him to appear of his own accord, when
he comes out for the bathroom or something…to avoid any adverse pressure.”


 They talked for
several hours and Judith found Fin to be the complete opposite of his older
brother. Where Danny affected omniscience, incessantly lecturing, Fin seemed
more intent on listening and learning. In fact he was so attentive, she soon
found herself divulging quite intimate details about her life. He seemed
genuinely absorbed throughout, as if even the tiniest thing had the power to
astound him. Judith suspected it was this willingness to learn that had made
him vulnerable to drugs. She imagined Fin was someone who couldn’t pass
judgement on a subject until he’d investigated every detail and experienced it
himself, unlike Danny, who would self-righteously denounce anything that
contradicted his inherited ideology. 


 When Judith
mentioned Bob and Herman’s court case, Fin took control of the conversation,
having been in Barlinnie Prison at the same time as the disgraced rock star. Apparently,
Bob had been like a fish out of water inside, practically grovelling for his
company. On spotting Danny’s younger brother in the prison canteen, he’d rushed
over, ecstatically relieved to see a familiar face at last, even if it did
belong to someone twenty leagues beneath his imagined echelon. This had been
particularly cringe inducing for Fin, because Bob had always treated him with
contempt in the past, snubbing his every salutation. On top of this, he
despised the guy for running off with his brother’s girlfriend and detested him
for the alleged assault on Carina Curran, whom he knew personally from the drugs
scene. But his upbringing had prevented him from shunning Bob, and he’d even
used what influence he had among other inmates to make sure no harm befell the
man. 


 Fin told Judith that
he’d heard about his mother’s death and the apartment fire from gossip
circulating the Sheriff’s Court waiting room, before being sentenced for
shoplifting. He’d been insulated from the impact thanks to a king sized hit of
opiates, afforded by using all his remaining stash before getting sent down. This
had seen him through the blur of the hearing, the journey to Barlinnie and the
now all too familiar strip search when he arrived, though only delayed the inevitable
misery of withdrawal on a prison bunk. Anticipating this, a part of Fin hadn’t
minded if that little extra in the syringe had finished him off. But, during
withdrawal, his consciousness had refocused, as if he were walking out of a
mist and into the twilight. Then, the cold, sharp light of reality had caused
him to scream out, as if trying to expel his heart. The indecipherable shadow
that had accompanied him all the way from the Sheriff’s Court now revealed
itself: his mother was dead.


 Following a
Methadone assisted withdrawal, Fin had sobbed on his bunk each night, not only
in grief, but in shame at the way he’d let his mother down. He’d been
determined to make amends and so, upon release, not only had he rescued Danny
from Katy’s parents couch, but embarked upon a combination therapy of
prescribed drugs to keep himself off the heroin. In the long term, he hoped to
become a voluntary counsellor, helping others to quit the habit as well. 


 Fin was an advocate
of the state providing prescribed heroin for registered addicts. That was the
carrot. The stick was that they would have to take the drug under strict
supervision in controlled shooting galleries, removing the drug and syringes
off the streets, while reducing deaths from overdose. As he argued his case,
Judith closed her eyes for a moment and it sounded like Danny talking. 


 “Why should I have
to pay taxes to pleasure drug addicts?” she protested.


 “If the British Government
were to deal directly with third-world producer countries, we’d be spending
billions less as a nation than we presently waste through stolen property,
police time, courts and prison cells. By cutting out the middle men, we could
obtain the opium for a fraction of its street value, so that just several pound
a day would sustain an addict, as opposed to the fifty or a hundred pounds a
day they must find at present, through shoplifting, purse snatching,
prostitution and of course, dealing. Money aside, it would also relieve our
justice system, health and social services to perform more efficiently, while
making the general population feel safer going about their business…not to
mention the good the money would do for societies like Afghanistan…I mean,
that’s what our army’s supposedly out there for, isn’t it?” 


 “But how can you morally
justify feeding our citizens heroin?” Judith exclaimed. 


 “The prescribing of
the drug must be seen as the beginning of a long term strategy. Once the
government has monopolized supply, the criminal networks will dissolve and,
with no alternative sources to undermine the project, the health service can
start gradually, but compassionately, weaning addicts off.”


 “But then the
addicts will just go looking for it on the street again. Once the criminals can
see there’s a market they’ll go back to their old ways.”


 “That’s why we have
to legalize and nationalise the distribution of all drugs, so that there’s no
established cannabis or ecstasy ring that can easily expand back into heroin. And
anyway, like I say, you wouldn’t start the weaning process until every last granule
of the stuff had been vacuumed up off the streets.”


 “But this ‘weaning
process’ contradicts everything you’ve said about saving money. It would become
an industry in itself and cost a fortune to administer. Wouldn’t it be simpler
to just write the current generation of addicts off as a lost cause and let
them live the rest of their lives in peace, enjoying the prescribed opium you
talked about? The minute the government withdraws supply you’re going to
recreate the very situation we have now. One way or another people are going to
find the stuff...you’d have to use really draconian measures to stop it taking
grip again and our prisons are already packed. I mean, where are you going to
accommodate a hundred and fifty thousand recusant junkies?”


 “We wouldn’t send
them to prison. I’m far too liberal a person for that.” 


 “Go on?”


 “We’d exile them to
Afghanistan.”


 “What?”


 “That’s right. Anyone
found in possession of black market heroin, we’d take their passport away and
send them out there. If they want to take heroin all day, then who are we to
stop them? Likewise, who are they to stop the rest of us living in a civilized
society? So, we banish them to Afghanistan and send social security payments
each fortnight. That way they can buy as much cheap opium as they like and the
drugs never have to leave South-Asia. I’m sure the Afghans wouldn’t complain so
long as the money was arriving every two weeks. We could even exchange them for
clean living Afghans who want to live in a first world country…I’m serious
Judith. Communities like mine can’t expect any quality of life so long as that
shit’s on the streets.” 


 While talking about
heroin, Fin’s eyes sparkled, so much that Judith wondered if the Afghanistan
exile idea wasn’t actually some paradise fantasy. Infuriatingly, just as he got
into his stride, someone hammered loudly on the apartment’s door. He went out
to answer it and Judith heard a familiarly pompous voice invade the hall and
grow louder as its owner approached the living room. 


 “Ok pin-head, where’s
Che Guevara?” 


 Bob Fitzgerald
appeared in the door frame, his swashbuckling stride broken by Judith’s
presence. He was still wearing a white suit and pink silk shirt, only his hair,
once so expensively styled, had become a matted, dull brown helmet. Their eyes
clashed and she tried to decipher any evil in them, before his gaze swerved and
he turned to go, colliding with a trailing Fin in the process. He pushed him
aside and carried on towards the bedrooms. 


 “Where’s the
righteous one, ‘Fin’?” 


 Fin chased after him
and Judith could hear doors opening and slamming shut.


 “How did you get in
the building?” the younger White brother demanded of the imposter. 


 “Ah, you can get in
anywhere if you look the part…this one is it?” 


 “No! You can’t go in
there!” 


 Judith got up and
went over to the hallway where Fin and Bob were jostling for control of Danny’s
bedroom door handle. Just then, the door was pulled open from the inside and a
scrawny man, with wild curly hair and a bushy beard stood there, naked. Fin and
Judith looked away out of embarrassment, but Bob milked the scene with a sly,
lopsided grin on his face. 


 “Where is she
Danny?” 


 “You’d better come
in,” 


 Bob strode into the
bedroom and Danny pushed the door shut behind them.


 Back in the lounge,
Fin went out onto the balcony to think, allowing the crisp, autumn evening into
the apartment. Taking advantage of his distraction, Judith pretended to go to
the bathroom, but eavesdropped at Danny’s door instead. 
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 “I spent the
fortnight consoling her.”


 “Consoling?” Bob
quizzed Danny aggressively. 


 “Yes. I’d like to
have said we consoled one another, but the moment I needed some attention she abandoned
me. I’d distracted myself from grief by attending to her problems, then, when I
finally cracked and started expressing my own sorrow, she disappeared. I
searched for her all week before learning that she’d been evicted from your apartment
and gone back to Oxfordshire.”


 “Yeah, that makes
sense. Her parents have a big place down there. Right, that’s all I wanted to
know.”


 “So what are you
going to do now?”


 “Go down there to
fetch her of course.”


 “Fetch her? Bob, you
were unfaithful to her with prostitutes, one of whom you beat almost to death. You’ve
publicly humiliated her, jeopardized her career and, worst of all, you’ve shattered
her faith in human relationships. Isn’t it best you leave her alone to recover
and start afresh?”


 “Yes, if everything
you said was true. As always though Danny, just as in your politics, you ignore
those facts which inconvenience your bigotry, such as there was no evidence
against me…such as I was implicated by a certified madman…a fan who, in my
decency, I took pity on and allowed into my company. I’m not bitter though. I
feel sorry for him, I really do. Like you, he’s basically a decent guy who just
can’t fit into society. It’s a shame.” 


 Danny laughed
sarcastically. “Would that be the same society I had to protect you from on the
way home from your little private school that afternoon, when you were bullied
for being a snobbish loner? When I had to take a kicking off the Ferguson
brothers for standing between them and you, a complete stranger?”


 Danny was referring
to their first, fortuitous meeting at the age of thirteen, one spring afternoon
on a double decker bus. He’d been larking about on the top deck with a ‘team’
from Possil when Bob had unwittingly boarded in his Glasgow Academy blazer. Crazy
Ferguson — a neighbourhood psychopath who ended up in Carstairs State Hospital
for the Criminally Insane — had taken blood curdling exception to “Little Lord
Fauntleroy” and intended to torture him. “Can you believe it?” he’d said, “cheeky
wee bastard’s got the audacity to travel home from a private school – on a
council bus!” 


 With a tattooed hand
round Bob’s throat, Crazy had been about to slash his cheek with a metal comb,
when Danny ran down the aisle and leapt on his back, pulling him to the floor. The
price of this heroism was paid several weeks later, though, when Crazy and his
older brother, Buddy, had jumped him from behind outside the fish and chip
shop, knocking him unconscious with a whisky bottle. At the time, Danny’s
mother said it had served him right for defending “the enemy” against his own. 


 “What’s that got to
do with the real world, here and now?” A nerve had obviously been struck, as
Bob’s voice was quavering. 


 “Is that the real
world which saw you speeding round the streets on your own in the brand new car
your parents bought, while I was out and about in the city centre making
acquaintances from the four corners of the Clyde, not least among them being a
certain Mr. Alexander Addison and Billy McLean, who went on to form The Squeaky
Kirk. I suppose you’ve forgotten me coming round and coaxing you out of your
reclusive existence to meet them, because they needed a lyricist and I thought
it might be an outlet for your writing…Jesus it was hard work getting past your
‘mammy’ at the front door! Nobody was good enough for her little angel were
they? Do you remember how intimidated you used to be down town, outside the
protection of your car? Is that the real world you mean Bobby? Eh? A world in
which you could only communicate through songs; jealous of other people’s
ability to interact. And it’s the same even now. There isn’t really anybody
beneath those ridiculous clothes you’re wearing is there? Take away the
designer suits, the sports car and a record deal — which allows you to be heard
by thousands without ever having to interact with anybody — and what’s left? An
anonymous, social inadequate, that’s what.”


 “I haven’t got time
for – your – bitter – abuse.” 


 Bob was almost
crying. 


 Judith saw the
bedroom door handle move and stepped back into the dark bathroom behind her. Before
Bob could get out, though, Danny lit the blue touch paper.


 “Not all the
witnesses to what you did are clinically mad you know.” 


 “What?” Bob bit. 


 Judith heard the
door being pushed to again and resumed her eavesdropping position at the
threshold of the bathroom, where it met the bedroom door on a right angle. 


 “Do you know what
the greatest part of driving a cab was for me? I was able to observe you and
Ingrid without being spotted. Sad, I know, but such is the nature of obsession.
I could park opposite the pub, or pass you half a dozen times in the street and
you’d never suspect, because I was just another taxi. But I had a special
incentive to follow your Audi TT around town.”


 “That being?”


 “Catching you out of
course. That way I could disenchant Ingrid and win her back.”


 “You bitter…bitter
freak.”


 “It was devastating
when Herman turned up at your little Govan lair with Carina. I was petrified
she’d give you something that could be passed on to Ingrid…so much that I
actually ran up the stairs and banged on your door. But, what with the noise
you were making arguing, you obviously never heard me. When Herman carried her
out of there I was sat in the darkness, behind the banister on the stair above,
watching everything.”


 “So why didn’t you
tell Ingrid?” Bob snapped.


 “Informing her you
were a prostitute beater was no good. She’d hate me more than you, for trying
to capitalise on a tragedy. So I kept quiet and waited, hoping the police would
eventually do the job for me and, thanks to the arrival of Judith, they did.”


 “Oh. Her.” 


 “That was a little maneuver
of mine I’m not too proud of, but as I say, obsession does these things.”


 “Maneuver?” 


 “She jumped in the
cab one night and I deliberately dropped her at Oran Mor where I knew you’d all
be. Then I promised half-fares in future, to guarantee we maintained contact. Knowing
how you’re always seeking an audience to witness your lifestyle — The
Fitzgerald Dream — I was confident she’d be embraced by the gang. She was my
eyes and ears without realizing and, the more I revealed about myself to her,
it was inevitable she’d mention me to Ingrid and, hopefully, be the catalyst
for a reunion. The rest, of course, is history — though I never imagined she’d
also precipitate your downfall.” 


 Realizing that she’d
been used as a pawn in their squalid feud, Judith felt sick. 


 “Danny, you know me.
I’d never deliberately hurt anyone,” Bob pleaded.


 “Yes Bob, I do know
you and you’re a spiteful, jealous brat…Look what you did to me! You only
noticed Ingrid because everybody else was raving about her beauty. Once you
knew she was universally valued, like that gold ring on your finger, you had to
have her and resented a poor man enjoying what you felt entitled to. If you
could only get her on your arm, you thought, you’d be guaranteed more of the attention
you craved but didn’t have the charisma to generate it yourself without going
via people’s hi-fi systems. To you she was just another accessory, like all
those ridiculous things you spend your money on. You’ve never been able to
think for yourself, have you Bob? I used to think that the wrong people had all
the cash, but now I’m not so sure. I think wealth is probably God’s
compensation for people who have no imagination.” 


 “Yes, like self-righteousness
is God’s compensation for being poor.” Bob retorted.


 There was a hiatus
before Danny chirped up again. “The point is I loved Ingrid as a person, not as
an object. I loved her fresh, open mind. I connected with her like no one
before or since.”


 “Crap! Ingrid was
your opportunity to inflict on someone else what you’ve had done to you. What
were you at the time, thirty one? She was the perfect disciple — just eighteen
years old, intelligent and naïve. At Last, you had a captive audience to
rehearse your mother’s brainwashing on…somebody to make you feel the big man.”


 “The way people who
bought Squeaky Kirk records where a captive audience for your egotistical
whining you mean?”


 “Yes.”


 Everything suddenly
fell silent. It seemed that Danny had been fazed by Bob’s uncharacteristic
humility.


 “Prison’s done you
good Bobby. Being forced to mix with the great unwashed has given you some
character. You know, when you burst in tonight you actually made me laugh for
the first time I can remember — that Che Guevara line and so forth. You
wisecracked your way in here with all the insecurities and bravado of a young
NED…a real person instead of the old, self-loving prick. Humour is born of
adversity and I think you’ve encountered it for the first time in your life. Even
addressing Fin as ‘Pinhead’ was positively affectionate compared to the way you
used to ignore him.” 


 “Hah,” Bob laughed. “I
had nothing to do but stew over my existence in that prison. What you said
about my mother and nobody being good enough for me could almost have come out
of my own head. Do you know, that four months inside was the first time I’ve
ever really relaxed. It provided some peace and perspective. My whole life’s
been a torment Dan, trying to be better than everyone, like she always told me
I was. Of course, with dad away a month at a time on the oil rigs and her
shielding me from him whenever he was home, I’ve grown up unable to accommodate
criticism. That’s why I flew into a rage when that whore attacked my music. Did
you know she used to be a classical cellist? I hated it when she told me that. You
see, Dan, I’m the archetypal goldfish in a liqueur glass. That’s why I consort
with prostitutes and have oddballs like Herman and Dickens tagging along. It
makes me feel superior, like I’m supposed to be.”


 “You…you were right
too.”


 “Sorry?”


 “What you just said
about me being a victim of my mother and using Ingrid as a captive audience so
I could enjoy the sound of my own voice.”


 “Well, we’re all
victims of nurture, Danny. So what do you intend doing then? Are you going to
the police?”


 “That’s entirely up
to you.”


 “No it’s not at all!
The balls are all stacked in your court. So what’s it gonna be?” 


 “I’ll keep quiet on condition
that you sign all the Squeaky Kirk royalties earned since you were arrested
over to me, before lunchtime tomorrow. Seven hundred and sixty grand should do
the trick.”


 Judith shook her
tearful head in disgust. In the space of a minute, a man who’d spent a lifetime
masquerading as a socialist had exposed himself as a phoney and a blackmailer,
willing to profit from the attempted murder of a prostitute.


 “You’re friggin’
joking aren’t you?” Bob laughed exaggeratedly, through a combination of
disbelief and nerves. 


 “No. I mean, let’s
face it, it’s only what you people should be paying in taxes anyway.”


 “According to you
people who have nothing to lose and everything to gain maybe.”


 “Whatever. But
what’s a hundred per cent worth in prison when you could be enjoying half of it
in the fresh air?”


 “How do I know you
won’t hand me in anyway, after I’ve paid up?”


 “Because I’d be incriminating
myself wouldn’t I? With half your royalties in my bank it would be obvious
there’d been blackmail and I’d be looked upon as badly as you. You know I’m a
man of my word.”


 “I did, yes. But how
can you trust a man who, it’s just turned out, has been lying to himself for
forty years. You do know you’re renouncing everything you professed to believe
in?” There was another brief pause before Bob started talking into his phone. “Fergus?...Bob
Fitzgerald…Fitzgerald! Fergus, I need a face to face…I know that but…I wouldn’t
be bothering you unless it was an emergency…Half an hour…I really, really
appreciate thi…hello?” 


 Light filled the
hallway. Judith just about managed to conceal herself in the darkened bathroom before
Bob marched out of Danny’s bedroom towards the front door, talking manically.


 “It’ll be worth it
to see you finally coveting cash and stripped of your self-righteousness. We’ll
be morally indistinguishable and I won’t have moved an inch either way. You
know what this means don’t you?” He turned to face Danny, who was now wearing
an old white dressing gown, with pink streaks where it had been washed with
coloured clothes. “It means I’ve won. I was right and you were wrong. We are
all instinctively loners…self-interested individuals.” He rubbed his hands in
glee. “Do thank the old lady downstairs for letting me past her as she came
through the main entrance door.” 
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 Danny turned from
shutting the door to find a deeply hurt Judith standing in front of him.


 “You used me,” she
complained plaintively. 


 Ashamed, Danny looked
down at the floor. “Yes, I did…and I’m truly, truly sorry.” Then he walked
away, unable to look at her. As he entered the lounge, he passed Fin on his way
out, but neither so much as acknowledged the other’s presence. The latter told
Judith he was going to give her and Danny some time alone together, before
retiring to his own bedroom. 


 Having taken time to
recompose herself, Judith went into the lounge, where Danny was stood on the
balcony in his dressing gown, looking up at the stars. She slumped down on the couch
and stared at the faded area on the knees of her jeans, arms crossed, kneading
her pink, lamb’s wool V-neck jumper with her fingers. After a couple of minutes,
Danny started talking, but remained with his back to her. 


 “The only reason I
drove a cab was to keep Bob and Ingrid under surveillance…the bloody thing
wasn’t even mine. I just borrowed it from a pal when he wasn’t working. I only
took fares if, like you, they furthered my ends, and so I was usually out of
pocket by the time I’d paid for fuel. But I didn’t have any other vices and
watching Ingrid was my passion. It was more of an escape than anything — just a
few of hours away from the apartment and mum. I was supposed to be her full
time carer, but I don’t know if I’d have coped without that time to myself each
day.” When Judith looked up, Danny was still out on the balcony, but facing her
now. “Please, try not to consider me a freak. It’s just really hard giving up
on somebody you love. Not a minute’s gone by without my regretting having used
you. I might have had a hidden agenda to begin with, but I grew to enjoy your
company immensely and felt we could probably be very good pals. So please, please
try and forgive me Judith. Be my friend, then at least something precious will
have come out of this ridiculous obsession of mine.”


 The puzzle of “Must
say sorry to Judith” had been solved. Danny had obviously been genuinely
contrite about using her and, as such, she found it easier to consider
forgiveness. But a much darker issue still needed addressing. 


 “I can bring myself
to understand you spying on Ingrid, even your reasons for not telling her about
what Bob did, if I try hard enough. But blackmail? How can you justify
something as calculated as that?”


 “Homelessness.” 


 “What?” 


 “While that arrogant
bully’s swaggering round the city with several million in the bank, Finley and
I are being evicted, so the landlord can get more lucrative tenants. We’re
being deprived of the fundamental human right to a home, while unproductive
people like Bob, with their three houses, are hogging all the money.” He
stabbed out with his forefinger to stress the point. “All I’ll be doing is
taking our rightful share of the cake.”


 “Profiting from
violence against society’s most vulnerable though? Surely that’s against
everything you stand for?”


 “Even Castro’s had
to make moral compromises…and, anyway, like I told you at the wake, since my
ma’ died I don’t have any ideology. Ideology’s what’s been paralysing me all
these years.”


 “But what if he does
it again, only next time he kills somebody?”


 “There’s nothing we
can do to prevent that short of becoming murderers ourselves. Remember, I never
actually saw Bob do anything, and, it’s so long after the event, my evidence
would be dismissed as sour grapes over Ingrid. The only thing we’ve got on him
is an informal confession. So, if we play it by the book he remains free and
unpunished. If we take his cash though, he’ll at least be paying for what he
did in some way…we can transubstantiate it through good acts, just like the
government claims to do when they confiscate the proceeds of criminality.” 


 Every so often,
exploding fireworks could be heard in the distance, on the outlying housing
schemes, beyond the motorway. 


 “So how have you
reached a figure of seven hundred and sixty grand then?” Judith asked,
intrigued.


 Danny’s eyes suddenly
blazed with excitement; something she’d never expected to see in this dour man.


 “I can only speculate,
but, according to one of Fin’s newspapers a couple of weeks back, sales of The
Squeaky Kirk’s back catalogue have gone through the roof since Bob’s arrest.” He
rummaged in his dressing gown pockets. “I’ve got some figures somewhere.” Producing
a crumpled paper cutting, he came back inside and handed it to Judith. On it
was a list of the band’s seven albums and the corresponding worldwide sales
tallies from July to the beginning of October that year, totalling six hundred
and thirty eight thousand copies. “If each CD sold for a tenner, there’s been a
turnover exceeding six million quid, twelve and a half per-cent of which goes
to Bob as the composer. That means roughly seven hundred and sixty grand for
our charity.”


 “Oh! That’s not so
bad then — have you decided which one?”


 “Too bloody right I
have.”


 “Yea?” Judith was
starting to warm to Danny again.


 “It’s a place up in
the Highlands. Kids from underprivileged parts of Glasgow go there to learn
about art and literature. Then they go on to complete their education at
universities away from their hometown, so that they escape the hopeless
environments that would otherwise stunt them. Hopefully, though, they’ll return
some day to pass their learning on. It’s a beautiful wild place where they can
fish, hike and sort their heads out in peace.”


 “Arr, that sounds
really nice Danny. Where is it exactly?”


 “I’ll tell you when
I’ve found a suitable location. We should be able to get somewhere big enough
with more than seven hundred grand, shouldn’t we?”


 “What? You’re going
to run your own private school?” Judith exclaimed. “You’re going to select who
can and can’t attend?”


 “Like I say, I’ve
learnt to execute my principles within the context of the world in which I
actually live. Rather than just moan about the poor provision of services, I’m
actually going to provide alternative one’s and hopefully, become a model — a
beacon for others. It’s not the way I want it, but the fact is, the poor are
going to have to learn to educate themselves, because it’s more than apparent
that the middle classes aren’t going to do it for them. Just as the Rochdale
Pioneers had to open their own schools in the Nineteenth Century, we, the
‘underclass’, are going to have to do the same now. After all, if you’re not
prepared to look after your own, you can hardly expect strangers to.” Just
then, Fin walked tentatively into the lounge. “Fin, nip out and get a meal for
five from the Chinese,” Danny shouted. “You can take it out of my disability
money!” Fin looked delighted. Not only was his brother talking to him, but it
seemed he might actually be about to eat something too. “And get yourself some
beers and a bottle of wine for Judith — we’re celebrating.”
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After a jovial meal
around the coffee table, Judith nodded off on the White’s couch. Next morning,
she was woken at around eight by a whistling, clean shaven Danny, whose baggy
black suit looked ridiculous on his thin body. Taking pity, she frogmarched him
into the kitchen, sat him on a stool and set about his curly mane with a pair
of scissors. She was just brushing his brown locks from the linoleum when the
buzzer went on the intercom. Danny told his visitors to come up then inspected
his haircut in the hall mirror before opening the door. Bob, still in white,
marched straight past him to the lounge, shadowed by a dumpy, gnome-like lawyer
with a pointed ginger goatee beard, wearing a green and brown tartan suit. Danny
and Judith tagged along. 


 Fergus Baxter
slammed a briefcase on the glass coffee table moodily, sitting at the very edge
of the couch to open it. The others, all nervous, remained on their feet. He
produced a cheque and held it up in the air for Danny to take. 


 “A hundred and fifty
thousand pounds?” Danny turned imploringly to Bob. “We agreed on all your
royalties since July. What’s going on?”


 “You’re much better
off this way — believe me,” Baxter interrupted. 


 Danny rustled in his
suit pocket then handed the paper cutting to the lawyer, who read the text and
sniggered. 


 “I was under the
impression you were more intelligent than to believe the newspapers.” Noting
the anger in Danny’s eyes, though, he held a pacifying, vertical palm out. “Royalties
come in dribs and drabs Mr. White, whereas with a lump sum — invested properly
— the interest alone will be more than a match.” Baxter pinched his ginger
goatee between two fingers several times. “It’s also less suspicious.”


 “I don’t see how me
receiving his royalties is any more conspicuous than the transfer of a hundred
and fifty grand from his account to mine.” 


 Baxter smiled,
cynically. “My client tells me you’re a painter, Mr. White — and a very good
one too. So good in fact, that nobody would be shocked to discover somebody
paying a hundred and fifty grand for some of your collection.”


 “No!” Danny turned
to Bob again. “Don’t you dare use him to flatter and bamboozle me. You instruct
him to do as we agreed!”


 “If we could all
just calm down a second,” Baxter appealed, so reasonably it was eerie. “Once
news gets around that your paintings are valued in six figure sums you’ll
literally be printing your own cash, for a year at the least.”


 “And I suppose it’ll
be tax deductible for you, won’t it?”


 Baxter shrugged his
shoulders. 


 Danny looked down at
the holes in the threadbare carpet, slowly shaking his head in anger before
looking up again. “I’ll have to confer with my friend.” He flicked his head for
Judith to join him back in the kitchen. “So what do you think?” he whispered to
her.


 “I thought we were
supposed to be punishing him for what he’s done to that poor girl?” she
exclaimed indignantly, while straining to keep her voice down. “To me it seems
he can’t lose. He’ll be able to claim tax back if he’s bought your paintings,
and by artificially creating such a lucrative art market, he may even go on to
sell them at a profit. Which means you get less than you originally asked and
he ends up even richer. How’s that making amends? I mean, who’s blackmailing
who here? On top of that, he’s dragging you into the mire with him. Your name
will be synonymous with his forever.”


 Danny put his hands
to his head, before dragging them down his face, stretching his eyes and
alabaster skin with his fingers. He sighed. 


 “You’re right, he
mustn’t get everything his own way. But me and Fin need that cash or we’re
screwed. I’ll compromise and meet them half way: three hundred and sixty
grand.”


 “It’s seven hundred
and sixty grand or nothing Danny. You’re the blackmailer for God’s sake, not
the other way round.”


 They marched
purposefully back into the lounge, interrupting Bob and Baxter’s whispering
huddle on the couch. 


 “Err,” Danny went to
speak but Judith raised her voice over his.


 “It’s like this,
fellas: Danny’s been more than reasonable already. Anyone else would have bled
you dry. So it’s seven hundred and sixty grand or he’s going straight to the
police.” 


 Baxter looked to
Bob, before plucking another already written cheque from his case. Along with
this he arranged some paperwork out on the coffee table to be signed: receipts for
the purchase of paintings at seven-hundred and sixty thousand pounds — a figure
which, it was now obvious, they’d been willing to pay all along. Once Danny had
signed everything, Bob clapped his hands together.


 “Ok! Let’s have a
gander at some of your paintings then Daniel.” 


 Swept along by these
events, Judith found herself following the men downstairs and climbing into the
back of Baxter’s beige Jaguar with Danny, who gave directions for the
Southside. After a few miles, Danny said, here, and they pulled up next to some
garages, behind a concrete high-rise apartment block, as wide as a football
pitch is long. Everybody climbed out and huddled in the drizzle, while Danny lifted
one of the rusty metal doors, revealing at least a hundred paintings, leaning
against one another like unwanted deck chairs. Bob immediately strode across to
a six-foot high, seven foot wide canvas propped up against the back wall. Painted
in a classical style, it was a study of Ingrid, lying asleep in a white silk
nightgown, on top of a bed. 


 “You’re welcome to
everything except the sleeping scene,” Danny shouted, urgently. 


 “No, that’s the best
one. I’m having it in honour of our deal,” Bob countered, triumphantly. 


 “Oh no…I’m not
letting you steal everything from me!” 


 Bob affected a
perplexed look. “How’s seven hundred and sixty thousand pounds theft?”


 “I shouldn’t be
giving you anything…I’m already sparing your liberty!”


 “Can’t you see I’m
giving you an opportunity to get out of all this with your dignity intact? Danny,
you’re a good man, and I don’t want to see that destroyed. If people like you
turn out bad, what hope is there for the rest of us? You’re not a blackmailer,
you’re a painter. Now sell me some friggin’ paintings!” Bob smiled slyly. 


 “Take it...take
anything you want.” 


 Danny handed Bob the
garage key and marched off. Judith thought it best to leave him be and pottered
about for a couple of minutes, until the others were distracted enough for her
to slip away unnoticed — she certainly had no intention of getting into a car
alone with them. 
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 When Judith arrived
back at the apartment, Fin had just returned from the clinic, where he’d
provided his fourth consecutive, opiate negative urine sample. But there was no
Danny as yet. It wasn’t until well past six that he eventually came home,
carrying a large pile of property agent’s print-outs. Among these he found the
location for his college — a semi-derelict, granite-stone crofter’s house, up
on the west coast, near Gairloch. Situated in the shadow of a mountain, the
dwelling was of modest size, but there were ten acres of land on which to place
mobile classrooms, and, a spacious byre (cowshed) that could easily be
renovated to shelter students. More importantly, it was going for just
one-hundred and seventy-five thousand pounds, leaving plenty of cash to make
the overall project viable. 


 By December, Danny
had regained weight and looked a lot healthier, so the White’s rented a trailer
home up at Gairloch, where, together with some of their unemployed friends,
they renovated the cottage and transformed the byre into comfortable accommodation
for twelve people. At weekends they returned to Glasgow. Here, Judith joined
them, distributing leaflets to tracksuited gangs on concrete housing schemes,
which were in the process of being demolished and replaced with a mixture of
privately owned and socially rented beige brick houses, similar to those
popping up in Danny’s old neighbourhood. They were usually subjected to drunken
sarcastic remarks for their trouble, often downright abuse and, just once,
outright aggression. The most intimidating experience, though, was the night a
black Range Rover with tinted windows kept appearing, cruising slowly behind
them. It turned out that the occupants were foot soldiers of Rex McLeod, the
most feared man in the city. They’d obviously had reports of three strangers
approaching youths on housing schemes and so naturally assumed they were either
drug dealers, trying to establish new patches, or undercover police officers. Fortunately,
Danny knew their boss – having painted portraits for him – and so managed to
reassure these bull necked, shaven headed characters that they were neither.


 Danny reckoned that
Rex McLeod was a “paternalistic, communitarian gangster”. Known as The Big Man,
he’d made his money robbing banks in the Sixties and Seventies, but nowadays
relied mainly on other people doing truck heists for him — truck heists which
provided cheap goods for folk who couldn’t afford them otherwise. If Danny, Fin
and Judith had been dealers, they’d have been punished not because they were
competitors, but because Rex detested drugs and lamented the damage they’d done
to his city. Truth be told, when he wasn’t raising money for drugs charities, he’d
be either informing on pushers or having their legs broken.


 The following May — the
same day Bob and Herman were finally officially acquitted of Carina Curran’s
attempted murder — Danny delivered a presentation to a dozen teenagers, on the
top floor of an old textiles mill which had been converted into artist’s
studios. While herding them in off the stairs, where they’d been hanging about
diffidently, he’d been shocked to discover a particularly nasty character among
their number. Wearing a white Lacoste tracksuit and checked Burberry baseball
cap, he had a gaunt, embittered face with a thick, purple line of scar tissue
beginning below his right ear and running just above his jaw line to the corner
of his mouth. One night, during a recruitment walkabout on the schemes, his
gang had heckled Danny and co so venomously that they’d deemed it wise to
leave. 


 After a drink and
nibble from the Mediterranean buffet, which degenerated into a full on olive
and feta-cheese fight, Danny sat everybody round him in a semi-circle of
orange, plastic chairs. While trying to explain his vision he was constantly
interrupted by ‘Scar Face’ much to the amusement of the girls present. However,
a raven haired beauty called Belinda became embroiled in an argument with Scar
Face, causing Danny to have to intervene and ask the lad what he hoped to
derive from the course, should he embark upon it.


 “What’s it to you?” He
stared through Danny as if challenging him to a fight.


 “Well, I’m here to
help you.”


 “Oh is that right
big man? What do you want me to do, kiss your butt or something?” His audience
roared with laughter.


 “No, I…”


 “Aye you do. This
isn’t about helping us. It’s all about your middle class ego. We shouldn’t be
in a position where we’re beholden to ‘charitable’ individuals like you.”


 “I quite agree,”
Danny concurred. “But we’re here to facilitate and develop whatever interests
you may have in art?”


 “Listen, I couldn’t
paint ma shoes and I never want to.”


 “Ah, so you want to
learn about writers?”


 “Learn? Listen pal,
there’s nothing you and your ilk can teach me about ‘literature’. Shakespeare,
Cervantes, Hardy, Dostoyevsky, Joyce, Kafka, Carver, Kundera, they’re the only
existence I’ve ever been able to afford. I don’t need to be taught how to read,
I need to be enabled to write.” 


 Danny’s eyes dwelled
on the lad a moment, as if identifying something there that nobody else could.


 “How can we enable
you to write then?”


 “By getting me out
of that hell hole I live in and allowing me some peace. They reckoned that J.K Rowling
wrote in crowded cafes. Well, I’d like to see her even write a note to the
milkman at our place, with my sister’s kids running about the apartment and my
dad watching the TV at full blast, night and day.”


 “Tell me about it. I
had to share with a brother and four sisters”


 “Yeah, in a nice big
house I bet?”


 “No. Possil.”


 “You’re from Possil?
Get away.”


 “What made you think
I came from a big house?”


 “I don’t know, the
way you talk — all bourgeois like.” 


 Judith sniggered at
the irony.


 Once Danny and this
particular lad had established some mutual respect, the rest of the meeting
continued in an orderly fashion, ending with the handing out of application
forms to be returned at enrolment the following week. Unfortunately, only three
people were to turn up, including Scar Face and Belinda, who completely ignored
one another. 


 Poor student numbers
were to be the least of Danny’s worries. After six months deliberation,
Gairloch Community Council seemed set on denying permission for the college, fearing
that drug addicts and razor gangs would invade their idyll. He was about to abort
the project when, one cloudy afternoon in June, a Daily Herald journalist and
photographer came knocking at the trailer home door. They wanted to know Mr.
White’s feelings about his recent exhibition in London. Of course, Danny thought
they had the wrong person, but they hadn’t. An anonymous dealer had organised
the event, which resulted in a collector, who owned a string of kebab
restaurants, paying one million pounds for the whole lot. 


 Just as Judith had
predicted, Bob Fitzgerald was now two hundred and forty thousand pounds richer
for having been blackmailed. Thankfully, though, the journalists knew nothing
about his involvement, otherwise Danny’s dream would have been sunk forever. As
it was, the Daily Herald interview spawned a tissue of positive publicity,
prompting Gairloch Council to change their minds. However, there were
conditions. Places would have to be provided for local youth and the situation
would be subject to quarterly reviews. 


 Now Danny had
discovered public relations, Judith went into Glasgow and selected him a
wardrobe of clothes that the kids on the schemes would connect with. Undoubtedly,
his hotchpotch of rags had repelled them up to now, so she purchased a pair of
Nike trainers, Rockport boots, two pairs of Armani jeans, some check Lacoste
shirts and a navy blue Stone-Island bomber jacket. At first he went berserk at the
cost — a grand in total — until Judith argued it amounted to less than two pounds
a week over the decade he’d gone without any new garments whatsoever. Once he’d
calmed down about the cash, he went into one of his moral diatribes. He claimed
it was principles and beliefs, not clothes, which made a person, and that a
true socialist prophet would never set himself above those he professed to
help, in any way. But Judith reckoned that people would only follow if they saw
their own aspirations reflected in their leader. Just because he valued an
ascetic existence, she said, he shouldn’t expect everybody else to. Eventually
he wore the clothes, though not before having removed all the logos, including
the swoosh from his trainers. This infuriated Judith, because she knew that
without them Danny remained a nothing in their target group’s eyes. 


 As the street kids
got used to them being about, recruitment drives became less hassle and, by the
middle of August, they had at last secured a full complement to take up north. The
only thing they needed now was an English teacher. 


 Rather than having
to pay obscene salaries, Danny reckoned he knew unoccupied guys from his
neighbourhood who were capable of teaching; their love of literature far
outweighing any lack of formal qualifications. In fact, he argued that he’d
sooner have self-taught guys with passion than some kid who’d been through the
sausage machine of university, merely to attain an “easy” twenty grand a year
in the classroom. But he was to be disappointed. The people he’d been banking
on were too set in their beer, cigarettes and gambling ways to relocate to the
wilderness, making him so angry that he vented his spleen on several, telling
Judith that he’d be glad to get out of “this amorphous dump.”


 It was beginning to
look like they’d never find a teacher, until Judith’s graduation day up at the
university, where the White brothers were her guests. Here, she introduced them
to Angie and Angie’s boyfriend Hamish, the couple having just collected first
class English Literature degrees. On learning this, Danny wasted no time
inviting them to teach with him up at Gairloch, in return for free board and
lodging and a hundred pounds a week pocket money. Hamish – who had his sights
on a career in journalism – declined the offer outright, until Angie agreed to
go along for free. This caused an argument between them, but by lunchtime the
next day both had committed themselves to the project. Just as things were
looking up for Danny, events had most definitely taken a turn for the worse for
Judith. The morning after her graduation, she awoke with a hangover to a letter
giving notice of redundancy, from her employers at Worcester City Council, who were
cutting staff in non-essential services due to a budget shortfall.
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 But for a small
lounge, the ground floor of the crofter’s cottage up in Gairloch was now
dominated by a flagstone kitchen with an oak table, which almost spanned the
room and seated thirty people. It was to be during long evening dinners here
that Danny believed his little community would be cemented. These soirees would
be overlooked by his mother’s portrait, which took pride of place on the back
wall, directly opposite as you entered from outside. Fortunately, this painting
had avoided the apartment fire, having been moved to Katy’s house just after
Mrs. White’s death, because it had been upsetting her son too much.


 As for the byre,
well, its wooden walls had been replaced with red brick and white stucco, its
tin roof with terracotta tiles. Inside, either side of a long corridor stood
six small rooms, just large enough for a bed, wardrobe and a writing desk with
a computer on top. Meanwhile, the ablutions were situated at the far end,
beneath a loft conversion which served as a recreation suite, featuring a TV,
pool table and library.


 On a blazing day at
the end of August, Fin drove six lads and six girls up to this new Highland
home, in a custard yellow, Ford Transit Minibus. The journey was a silent
affair where suspicious, sideways glances were the only communication. But, as
they pulled up outside the cottage, the sight of eight local students lounging
about on the grass seemed to bring the Glaswegians together at last, against a
common foe. Throughout the next hour, the two groups remained stand-offish
until they were called in for their welcome dinner, cooked by Judith and Angie
who, along with Hamish and Danny, had already been in residence for a
fortnight. 


 Townies and
Highlanders were alternated around the table so that they had no choice but to
mix, with the five adults making up the numbers. At first it was uncomfortably
quiet, but as soon as everyone had finished their aperitifs a pleasant murmur
was developing. The townies were a tad cautious about their food, though. “Urrs”
and “yuks” accompanied the smoked salmon starter, much to the amusement of the
locals, who scoffed theirs enthusiastically. Each student was allowed one glass
of wine during the main dish — grouse in black cherry sauce — helping to create
a more boisterous atmosphere by the time desert arrived at the table. By now
there was something of a first night on vacation mood about the newcomers, so
much that the locals reluctantly boarded Fin’s minibus back to their villages,
many wanting to stay behind with their exciting new friends instead. 


 That night, raucous
laughter bellowed from the student accommodation until dawn. At one point
Judith was woken by cheering and, as she looked out of her dormer window she
caught the pink flash of a teenager’s backside, streaking across the meadow. For
the next hour she lay in darkness, sharing the kid’s amusement as the young
naturist pleaded to be readmitted to the byre, its door and windows having been
so cruelly locked in his wake. Judith entertained Angie with this recollection
next morning, while they prepared a massive picnic in the kitchen. 


 The local students
arrived at around eleven and everyone walked to Big Sand Beach. While a mass
game of water volleyball ensued in a turquoise and cobalt sea, Judith sat on a
dune admiring the Torridon Mountains, situated across the bay. There, the
students would run wild for the next month, hiking, canoeing, learning to fish
and generally bonding. All except Danny’s scar faced friend, Ryan Kearney, who
chose to disassociate himself and write a book in his room, where he’d work day
and night. Whenever Judith went out the back for a cigarette in the early
hours, his light was the only hint of life in an otherwise sleepy byre. His
curtains were never shut and she’d often stand in the darkness, just feet from
the window, marvelling at the boy’s stamina and commitment. Usually, he’d be
bent over his desk scribbling so frantically that four sides of A4 were filled
before her cigarette was spent. On others, he’d have his baseball capped head
in his hands or be pacing about the room in search of inspiration, looking
haunted. Danny had tried coaxing Ryan to join in with the others, but he said
he’d sooner leave than waste valuable time playing “kiddies’ games”. Out of
everybody, Belinda took particular exception to this isolationism and, whenever
he left the dinner table — having rushed his food to get writing again — she’d
start her daily moan about what she considered rude behaviour. 


 “Why did he come
here if he just wants to be on his own? He’s treating the rest of us like
idiots…someone should sort him out!”


 This was said loud
enough for Danny to hear, and was interpreted as a challenge to do something
about the situation; but he left Ryan in creative peace all the same. 


 October arrived and
it was time to start lessons, held in two mobile classrooms, situated behind
the cottage, at the foot of the mountain. Each morning, Judith taught art
history, followed by Danny’s painting classes, where he wore the blue, paint
dappled overalls which would become his second skin. Meanwhile, Hamish and
Angie took turns with their eight literature pupils, seven of whom were girls,
including the patron’s dear young friend, Katy, and Ryan’s nemesis, Belinda. Ryan
didn’t attend either class, much to the chagrin of the raven haired beauty. Inevitably,
one night at dinner, things came to a head. Ryan had arrived slightly late, as
usual, and as he squeezed past fellow diners on route to his seat he
inadvertently nudged Belinda’s arm, just as she was about to sip from her wine
glass. The spilt claret soaked into her white tracksuit top like ink on
blotting paper, causing her to leap up from her seat. 


 “You stupid friggin’
idiot!” Ryan, oblivious to his crime, looked bewildered as he turned to face
her. “You’ve got no social skills what-so-ever have you! You friggin’ retard!” 


 Belinda stormed off,
before the loner even had chance to reply. 


 Uncharacteristically,
Ryan ended up being last to leave the table, obviously upset by Belinda’s
remarks. Judith and Hamish were actually clearing plates around him when he got
up, but Danny told him to stay put and laid down an ultimatum: either he
started attending classes with the rest of the group or he’d have to go. 


 Ryan wore the
expression of a man who’d been betrayed and reproached his benefactor. 


 “I was starting to
think you were alright…that you were a fellow traveller. But you’re just
another out of touch asshole aren’t you?” 


 Danny tensed up,
clenching his right fist as if on the verge of striking the irreverent
teenager. Judith, who’d never seen him like that before, intervened before
something happened which everybody would regret. 


 “Ryan? If you’re
going to be staying here, then I think Danny should at least be able to monitor
your progress, see where you might need help. You are here to learn after all.”


 “I know how to
analyse literature, alright…you can’t teach people how to write!” 


 At this point Hamish,
who was now sat opposite, interjected:


 “Even the best writers
relied on quality editors. You know, the objective, academic eye.” 


 “If you want me to
go, then fine. I’ll leave in the morning,” Ryan said stubbornly and got up to
leave, but Judith headed him off at the door. 


 “Ryan? Just let
Hamish see your work and then we’ll take things from there.”


 Ryan looked
petrified at the prospect of people seeing his writing, so much that Judith had
to spend half an hour alone with him in the lounge before he agreed to fetch a
sample from the byre. When he returned carrying a thick sheaf of A4, he refused
to share it with anyone but her. Indiscriminately, she selected a page of
spidery handwriting and found herself enjoying his first recollection of
snowfall on the Easterhouse housing scheme, while he paced around the couch
anxiously. In truth, she’d been expecting a pile of drivel, but not only was
his work poignant and poetic, it was well structured too. She was instantly
gripped and only stopped reading when he asked her opinion, some seven pages
later. 


 “Ryan, I’m
astounded. It’s absolutely beautiful.” He wandered over to the window and
stared out at the night, biting his nails as if unable to deal with the
compliment. “Why haven’t you word processed your work?”


 He turned to face
her. “I don’t know anything about computers.”


 “See! There are
always new things we can learn, aren’t there?” Judith declared with great
enthusiasm, causing Ryan to shrug his shoulders diffidently. “I tell you what: I’ll
teach you how to get round a computer if you let me read the rest of your
book…you’ve got me intrigued.” 


 Judith winked at
Ryan and he couldn’t help but return a lovely, wide smile. It was the first
time she’d ever seen him anything other than sullen. 


 As they re-entered the
candlelit kitchen, Danny pulled a chair out from between himself and Angie, so
that Ryan could join them for a dram of whisky. “If you’re as well read as you
reckon, then there’s no reason why you can’t sit in and help teach. We’re
promoting a philosophy of co-operation here. There’s no place for elitists,” he
told the youngster. 


 “But I spend every
minute of my day working on the book,” Ryan protested. “When I’m not actually
writing I’m thinking about what I’m going to write. It’s a torment, like having
an eternal itch. The only way to find relief is to scratch. So I have to keep
writing all the time. You should know this as an artist. Did the renaissance
masters have time to waste?” 


 Danny laughed and
grabbed Ryan in an affectionate headlock, full of admiration at his passion. 


 “Two days a week you
can help Angie here with her seminars — that gives you five days undisturbed to
work on the book. Ok?” He pulled his captives head back, playfully. “Ok?”


 “Ok.” 


 On being released,
Ryan struggled to repress only his second smile since they’d known him. He even
removed the checked baseball cap — hitherto welded to his head — revealing a
sandy crew cut, which made him instantly more amenable. As more whisky flowed
the mood became so relaxed that Ryan announced he had a confession to make to
Danny. All went silent.


 “You know that first
meeting you had? Up in the old textiles mill?”


 “Aha.”


 “There were about
twelve of us, right?”


 “Yes.”


 “There should have
been more — a lot more.” Ryan placed his cap back on, holding the peak and
rubbing it against his scalp, nervously. “There were a good fifty from all over
the city waiting outside in small groups, but our little crew chased them away
with potato peelers. If you’d got us to fill the applications in there and then
you’d have seen that nine of the thirteen people present where all from my
scheme. They only turned up coz I told them to. That’s why there were just
three the following week.”


 “Why would you want
to scare the others away?” Angie interrupted.


 “Get rid of the
competition of course. I knew places would be scarce and that you’d never pick
some volatile loser with a second prize. In my experience most people are out
to disadvantage you, so you have to make your own luck.” Unable to look at
anyone he stared past Hamish sat opposite and focused on Danny’s mother’s
portrait. “I’m sorry…not just for you, but for the people I scared off too.” He
let go of his cap and emptied his glass in one. “So, if you want nothing more
to do with me, I totally understand.” 


 Danny stood up and
raised his glass of water in a toast: “Everybody! To Ryan! And may all the
students in this college be as worthy as him!” 


 “To Ryan!” the
others concurred, chinking their tumblers together. 


 Ryan looked like he
was on the verge of tears and left before betraying any more emotion. 
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 Except for occasional
fallouts, the college was getting along fine. Thanks to passionate teaching and
a co-operative ethos — which saw the more able students obliged to coach those
lagging behind — astounding advances were made during that first term. Consequently,
meal time conversations evolved from idle gossip to full-on intellectual
debates, which rarely saw anyone leave the table until midnight. There’d also
been something of a revolution in the preparation of the meals themselves, with
every resident student and teacher being partnered off to do their stint at the
range. Despite a few burnt meals early on, by winter everyone had become a competent
chef, except for Danny. In fact, his meals were so abysmal, he got banned from
all kitchen duties except washing-up, and even then he left a lot to be desired.



 That December, the
students went home for a month, leaving Danny, Judith, Angie, Fin and Ryan, who’d
been invited to stay in Hamish’s room rather than be all alone. While enjoying
Christmas dinner together, they were interrupted by someone knocking at the
door. It was just after three o’clock. The Highland dusk had already fallen, so
that when Judith answered she could only make out a man’s silhouette. Being the
season of goodwill to all men though, she brought the stranger into the candlelit
kitchen where it took a moment before she recognized Dickens without his
glasses. Still wearing his old brown suit, he’d been walking all day from
Kinlochewe.


 Judith did the
utmost to make Dickens welcome, but he threw it back in her face. Taciturn and
sullen, he inhibited what had been a merry gathering, rudely smoking his roll
ups while everyone was still eating. It was obvious he wanted her exclusive
attention, so she took him up to her room where they sat together on the bed. 


 Just out of prison,
Dickens had hitched-hiked from Glasgow to Kinlochewe on Christmas Eve, having
acquired the college address from a cell-mate whose daughter was a student. It
turned out that he’d been arrested for fare dodging on a London bound train the
day after Judith had last spoken to him at Herman’s house. Typing Dickens’s
name into their computer, Motherwell Police had discovered he was already on
the run, having jumped bail for two assaults, one in Edinburgh and another in
Dundee. Not only that, but Bob Fitzgerald had made an allegation against him
the previous day, when Dickens had been round to his apartment and dispensed a
farewell head-butt. All three assaults had been inflicted upon former
acquaintances who Dickens had felt let down by. One was beaten up for asking
him to leave their family home, after he’d been sleeping on the couch for two
months, another for not inviting him to their wedding. As for Bob Fitzgerald,
well, Dickens had elevated the singer to hero status and he’d repaid him with
ridicule.


 Judith was perturbed
to learn that Dickens had been harbouring a dream of him and her being a
couple. Indeed, to him it was destiny. He kept banging on about “us” and “we”
as if their future together was ineluctable and it had only been prison bars
keeping them apart. She was paying the price now for her affectionate farewell
eighteen months earlier, when she’d said she loved him, in that way women do
with men whom they have no physical attraction to whatsoever. She tried subtly
to disabuse him of this fantasy, all the time fearing that she might become
another victim of his violence.


 “Dickens, I don’t want
a relationship with anybody, Ok. 


 Dickens sprang up
from the bed and banged his palm violently against the wardrobe. 


 “Dickens, please,
calm down,” Judith implored. 


 “I am calm!”


 “You’ve got to stop
demanding so much of people.”


 He spun round to
face her again. “Demanding so much of people? Demanding so much of people! I’ve
never had anything!” Then he turned and, this time, punched the wardrobe with
all his might. 


 Judith stood up and
placed a hand on his shoulder. “Until you stop seeing every little thing that
doesn’t go your way as a personal slight, you’re not going to develop one jot —
and I know you don’t want that.” 


 But there was no
assuaging him at this time and he stormed out of the room. She followed, but by
the time she’d got downstairs he’d gone. Temperatures of around minus five had
been forecast, so Judith took the minibus and searched the only available road,
stopping every hundred yards to holler Dickens’s name across the pitch black
moorland. After a fruitless twenty minutes, though, she drove back, relieved
not to have found him if she were honest. 


 Three days later
Hamish came back and Ryan returned to the student quarters, where he
encountered absolute carnage. All the computer monitors had been smashed, wash
basins and pipes torn from walls — flooding the wash rooms — while every book
in the recreation loft had had its pages torn out and strewn across the pool
table, its blue felt in shreds. A discarded Old Holborn tobacco packet betrayed
Dickens as the culprit and explained why Judith hadn’t found him on Christmas
night. 


 Everyone wanted to
report Dickens to the police, except Ryan and Danny. The youngster — viscerally
opposed to the authorities — wanted to hunt him down and dispense his own
justice, while Danny pleaded for some understanding on behalf of the homeless
orphan, whose vandalism he perceived as the honest expression of a powerless
man. 


 “Can anyone of us
here begin to imagine the sense of rejection and exclusion that poor man must
be suffering? I can see no practical purpose in sending him back to prison. The
man needs a family. Perhaps we should be that family? Perhaps we should take
him in and forgive him, like a mother or a brother forgives when a close one
goes berserk — as so often happens — smashing household objects out of hurt.” 


 This was a step too
far for the others, so a compromise was reached and Dickens went unreported.


 Danny postponed the
students return until February, by which time the byre had been restored to its
former glory. Unfortunately, one of the lads — Mucky Tea from Castlemilk — got
embroiled in a gang fight during the interim period and ended up on remand at a
youth offenders centre. A month later he received a six month jail sentence — something
for which even Danny struggled to forgive Dickens. Mucky Tea’s place in the
byre was soon filled though, by one of the local students who had trouble at
home with his father. 
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 By summer, Gairloch
College was back on track. The art students were exhibiting their work at the
village hall and Ryan was due to sign a publishing deal, thanks to Angie, who’d
sent sample chapters of his work to her mother to distribute among the London
literati. It had been the first time she’d contacted her family in over four
years and Judith admired the way she’d swallowed her pride to help others.


 An even more
miraculous event occurred after Ryan’s celebratory meal, when he ended up
snogging Belinda. This wasn’t the sudden phenomenon it might have seemed. The
morning after their spat at the dinner table, Ryan had taken advice from Danny
and sent her some flowers as an apology, bringing them onto speaking terms for
the first time. Thereafter, his teaching sessions helped develop the situation
from one of polite diplomacy to mutual respect, before literary success finally
wooed her. 


 Judith was delighted
to see Ryan and Belinda’s relationship flourish, but Danny expressed
reservations about the whole thing. Remembering how he’d been distracted from
painting by Ingrid, he worried that Ryan’s contentment might have a harmful
effect on his writing. He claimed that, in his experience, love narrowed
perceptions, shrinking the universe from a chaos of infinite stimuli and
possibilities until it became just one person. Single track minds, he argued,
rarely produced interesting art. 


 In what seemed like
no time at all, Gairloch College was enjoying its first anniversary dinner, where
freshly shot grouse was being washed down with Chateau Haut-Brion at
one-hundred and twenty pounds a bottle. This wasn’t as profligate as it might
seem. Before a single cork had been popped, Danny had treated his students to a
wine appreciation course and legitimised the expense as part of their
education. He reckoned that if the kids knew what decent booze tasted like then
they would aspire to better things in life than Buckfast and Special Brew, when
they eventually returned home. 


 It was a bright,
muggy evening so the front door had been left open. What with the party
atmosphere, no one noticed a woman walking into the kitchen, carrying a small
child in her arms. Judith was only alerted when, one by one, students suddenly
stopped talking and stared towards the door. She looked up to find Ingrid,
suntanned and beautiful, staring across at Danny, sitting halfway along the
table, beneath his mother’s portrait on the back wall. Wearing those perennial
blue overalls, he was too busy tucking into a grouse and slurping on red wine,
to realize that the love of his life had just entered the room. It wasn’t until
complete silence reigned that he eventually looked up, by which time Francesca
— Ingrid’s less attractive sister — had arrived too. As his eyes darted from
Ingrid’s to the child in her arms, his face grew pale. He sprang up and rushed
round the table towards her. 


 “Ingrid? What’s
going on?”


 “We need to talk,”
she asserted arrogantly. 


 Danny gestured
towards the lounge then followed the hip swaying actress in her white, diaphanous
trousers and matching silk, strapped summer top. Meanwhile, Hamish gave his
seat up to Francesca — who was now holding the child — while Judith took
advantage of the distraction. She slipped out into the sticky evening,
ostensibly to have a cigarette, but mainly to eavesdrop at an open, front
window. Blowing smoke, she stood with her back to the rugged, grey-stone wall,
while Ingrid’s spoilt voice filtered through the net curtain. 


 “It makes no odds
whether I informed you at the time or in the next century, your Lawrence’s
father — end of.”


 “How do you know
he’s not Bob’s?”


 “Because we hadn’t
had sex in years…we were never really a physical couple.”


 There was a
contemplative pause before Danny’s next question.


 “Why have you only
seen fit to tell me about Lawrence now?”


 “I was a
psychological mess…coming down off years of coke and booze. My meagre energies
would have been denuded even more if I’d had to deal with you as well as
Lawrence, and that would have benefited no one. I thought it more practical to
concentrate on getting myself fit.”


 “There’s that
‘practical’ word again…your euphemism for being a selfish bitch!”


 “Like your use of
‘sacrifice’ you mean, whenever you shirked responsibility. I mean, where’s your
sense of sacrifice now?”


 “What?”


 “Can’t you see that
missing my pregnancy and avoiding Lawrence’s first sixteen months was a
sacrifice worth making, so that he wasn’t damaged for life. We’d have been
arguing, just like now, and that can really screw newly born babies up — forever.”
There was a brief pause. “I needed time to get my head straight, ok?” At this
point, the actress’s voice quavered a touch too emphatically for Judith’s
liking. “Part of the reason I never told you was because I was on the verge of
having an abortion… then I nearly gave him up for adoption. If I hadn’t had the
space to resolve my psychological problems, we wouldn’t have even made it
through the pregnancy together. It’s from this point now that you have to start
being Lawrence’s father…now’s the time for you to start applying your morality
to practical purposes, like raising our son.”


 “Do you mean within
a family unit?” 


 Ingrid hesitated
before answering, “yes.” 


 There were another
thirty seconds before Danny spoke again, making an attempt at levity which
Judith interpreted as an articulation of his delight.


 “Come to think of
it, we really need a drama teacher.” 


 But there was no
laugh from Ingrid, polite or otherwise. “Well, you’ll have to throw your little
toys away now you’ve got responsibilities.” 


 “What toys?” Danny
laughed in bewilderment. 


 “This place I mean. We’ve
got to move full steam ahead, for Lawrence’s sake. There’s no way we’re going
to achieve anything stranded out here in the back of beyond. If we move to
London, I can get back into acting and you can realize your full potential in
the art world, instead of hiding away from life up here.”


 “But…I…I can’t
desert these kids.”


 “Your responsibility
is to me and Lawrence now, not a bunch of scrounging schemies. I noticed that
was good wine they were quaffing out there at my child’s expense…Haut-Brion!...Chateau
Haut-Brion! Oh, you’ve got to toughen up Danny! Time to join the real world I’m
afraid.”


 “I need to think.”


 “You shouldn’t have
to think about it…you love me right?” 


 “I’ve got to get
some air.”


 Totally preoccupied,
Danny didn’t even notice Judith as he bounded out the front door, heading
towards the beach. By the time he returned, after dark, the party had broken up
and the students were lying outside the byre on their mattresses, unable to
sleep because of the heat. When he entered the kitchen, Judith was washing
dishes with Francesca, while Ingrid sat drinking wine at the table. 


 “Where the hell did
you get to?” she moaned. 


 Judith and Francesca
left them alone, the latter going upstairs to check on little Lawrence, the
former going outside to listen in at the kitchen window. 


 “So?” Ingrid
demanded.


 “This isn’t easy for
me.”


 “Life isn’t easy
Danny.”


 “The way I see
things, I’ve not made any bond or promises to our son. In fact, until the last
few hours he may as well not have existed. But these kids, these ‘scrounging
schemies’ I have bonded with and I have made promises to. I’ve already seen
enough to know I’ll never have anything in common with you or our child…not
like I have things in common with these people. I mean, you’ve already got him
dolled up in designer clothes for God’s sake! No. Under your terms, fulfilling
the obligation to my biological child would mean betraying twenty-two others…my
spiritual children if you like. Surely, being as ‘practical’ as you are, you’ll
acknowledge that it’s more efficient to bring twenty-two kids up well, rather
than just one, who, in fact, isn’t going to be brought up well at all, but
encouraged to be an obnoxious, selfish, greedy, grabbing brat like his mother.”


 “Typical friggin’ socialist!
Worry about everyone else’s kids while avoiding responsibility for their own! What
sort of a man abandons his family?”


 “I don’t know. This
is my family…you’re quite welcome to join us.”


 “You’re a lunatic! You’ll
never rise out of the gutter because you love it there you freak! Francesca!” Ingrid
wailed up the stairs. “Bring Lawrence! We’re leaving!” 


 Judith hid herself
round the side of the cottage, where she waited until Ingrid’s silver Range
Rover had tore off, spraying gravel in its wake. When she re-entered the
kitchen, Danny was removing a bottle of malt and a glass tumbler from an
overhead cupboard. On turning round he spotted her and went back for another
glass, while she sat down at the end of the table in silence. He came and sat
on the corner next to her, half filling the tumblers before handing her one. Though
she was happy to see the back of Ingrid, Judith’s conscience compelled her to
play devil’s advocate. There was, after all, a child involved. 


 “Danny, I overheard
you and Ingrid.” Danny took his first ever sip of whisky and screwed his face
up in displeasure at the taste. “Are you absolutely sure you’re making the
right decision?”


 “I’ve never felt so
sure about anything in my whole life Judith. This past year or so has been the
best time I’ve ever had. I didn’t realize my happiness until Ingrid appeared
and reminded me how miserable our relationship actually became. Within minutes
of being here she was dragging me down a dark well and making me
claustrophobic.” He turned his head to look out the window. “Down at the beach,
listening to the waves and the piping Oystercatchers, I thought ‘God, I’m free’.
Not only that, but free within a community. Why the hell would I want to
imprison myself in some overpriced, terraced house in a soulless city, where I
know nobody except my grasping, dictatorial missus and a kid who, shaped in her
mould, I’d only end up hating anyway.”


 “But Danny, he’s
your son. Surely that means something?”


 “Of course it does,
and that’s why I’m doing what’s best for him. It’s no good him being torn
between us all the time. Much better that he has a set path to follow, and
that’s either hers or mine. I’m wise enough to know that it’s going to be hers.
And as for any emotional attachment, well, that doesn’t even exist yet, so it’s
not like I’m going to be pining after him.”


 “But you are going
to see him from time to time?”


 “That’ll be up to
her.”


 “But if you do see
him that’s when you’ll become attached. By then it will be too late to become a
family, though, because of your decision tonight. I mean what if Ingrid gets
someone else in…someone who neglects Lawrence because he’s not their flesh and
blood?”


 “What if that ‘someone
else’ can be a better father than I ever could, simply because he doesn’t
suffer the egotism that comes with being a biological parent? Perhaps he’ll see
Lawrence as an individual rather than his personal ambassador.” Judith puckered
her lips while thinking about what he said. “That’s possibly why I get along so
well with these kids, because they’re not my own. You know those stories we
hear about new born babies being mixed up in hospital wards and going home with
the wrong parents? Perhaps that should be done as a matter of course. That way
we’d eradicate that emotional involvement which only ever ends in arguments,
and kids would get the rational, objective guidance they need.”


 “All you’d get is
mothers dying of angst and streets full of orphans sleeping rough. Take away
that sense of ownership and most people would just stop giving a damn about
kids.” 


 Danny nodded, slowly
in contemplation. 


 “Truth is Judith, I
just can’t abide that woman anymore. I’d love to bring Lawrence up, but we know
that’s never going to happen.” Danny drained his glass and began pouring
himself another. “He’ll be ok, don’t you worry about that. He’ll be brought up
all nice and bourgeois, go to university, take drugs at weekends and moan about
his taxes and dole scroungers. I don’t want to confuse the poor lad.” He looked
down at the furrows in the wooden table, while rolling the tumbler between his
thumb and forefingers. “I don’t want him worrying about the planet and wearying
everyone with boring negativity. It’s better if Lawrence sees the world through
his mother’s positive eyes. I’ve tried to change but I can’t, and I’ll only
infect him too if I’m around. No, it’s for the best.”


 “But you have
changed. You’d have to travel a long way to find someone more positive than you
these days.” Judith spread her arms wide at either side of her. “This place is
a temple to optimism for God’s sake!”


 “So why send me back
among the heathens then?”


 Judith was delighted
to learn that Gairloch would remain her home for the foreseeable future. Also,
she felt she could carry on living under Danny’s roof without any guilt about
broken families, having argued Ingrid and little Lawrence’s case. But this
happy state was to be very short lived. Within the hour another ghost from
Danny’s past would stroll into the kitchen, through the open front door. 
















 


 


 


CHAPTER: 14


 





 


 Bob Fitzgerald had
been hunting Ingrid since being released from prison, but he was always one
step behind and had seen nothing of her since his arrest, over two years
previously. When he’d arrived in Oxfordshire, her parents had directed him to
Paris on a wild goose chase and it was another year before he’d discovered her
London address. Even then, fate conspired against him, with Ingrid returning
home just as he was knocking on her front door. Having driven past unnoticed,
she’d hidden at a friend’s for several days until he’d gone back to Glasgow.


 They say that once
you stop searching for something, invariably that’s when you’ll find it. This
is exactly what happened to Bob the afternoon before the night in question. He’d
been driving along Great Western Road towards Glasgow city centre, when
Ingrid’s Range Rover went by in the opposite direction. U-turning his battered,
nineteen eighties Datsun in the face of oncoming traffic, he’d gone after her,
forgetting to check his fuel gauge and breaking down just outside Fort William with
no money. Having guessed her destination, he’d waited until nightfall before
skulking around the little town and siphoning enough fuel to reach Gairloch. And
here he was, shaven headed and looking the worse for wear in a blue Adidas
tracksuit.


 Without even
acknowledging the woman beater, Judith went to her room and pushed a set of
draws against the door for some security. Then, she lay on her bed in the heat,
listening to Hamish’s snoring next door and raised voices downstairs. Danny had
evidently revealed the existence of Little Lawrence, as Bob was screaming. 


 “You told me that
you’d merely consoled her! It was evidently more than that…she’s got your kid
for Christ’s sake!”


 “Yes, I lied and I’m
sorry. I just didn’t want the truth to be misconstrued as triumphalism, that’s
all.”


 The news had
obviously hit Bob like a sledgehammer and a long period of silence followed. When
he spoke again, his voice was much quieter, so that Judith struggled to hear. 


 “You know Dan, I’ve
always wanted to see you fall because your principles make me feel hollow. I
thought I’d finally got you when you blackmailed me… thought you were, at last,
motivated by money. But you’ve suckered me. I was watching the kids lying on
the grass before I came in, all laughing and joking, and what I saw there were
all the things I’ve never been able to acquire: community…association.”


 “Surely the band
provided that?”


 “No. Even the band
was all about competition and making sure everything revolved around me.” 


 “Well, you’re
welcome to stay here as long as you want. You’d enjoy it. We’ve got some real
talent emerging. For example, young Ryan Kearney’s about to sign a book deal,
just as soon as he sends the finished article off to the publishers next week. I’m
dead proud of him.”


 “No. The more I see
how happy those kids are, the more bitter I’ll become, and then I’ll be a
danger to them.”


 “But it doesn’t have
to be like that!” 


 “Well it is! Ok? You’ve
won! By your principles you’ve created joy. You took that money, split it
twenty odd ways and now you’re happy as part of a community, I can see that. But
I’m a misfit and the only way I’ll ever enjoy equality is when I can see that
everybody is as miserable as me. That’s why I stole Ingrid from you, screwed
whores like Carina Curran and tantalised homeless Dickens with wealth. So you
see Danny, we’re both egalitarians in our own funny ways.” Bob started laughing
manically. “To think I’ve wasted the last two years hunting for Ingrid to spite
you, because I thought you still loved her. Well, now I know you don’t I can
call the search off and concentrate on salvaging something from my sad little
existence.”


 “Why do you hate me
so much Bob?”


 “I hate the fact
that you command attention simply by being yourself.”


 “What?”


 “When I released my
first album, I was on TV, radio, front covers of magazines, but whenever we
went anywhere together, it was you, an unemployed wastrel that everyone knew. Even
the street cleaners when we were making our way home at seven in the morning
knew you by name…I’m still amazed at how you used to stay out all night on
orange juice! But back to the point, you even managed to befriend me, an
absolute loner.”


 “You’re talking
rubbish. You enjoyed plenty of attention during The Squeaky Kirk’s heyday.”


 “That was only among
the sycophants in the art world. Outside of that, in normal pubs or everyday
situations, no-one even recognised me — not until I got with Ingrid anyway. But
they were queuing to speak with you, while I just hung about in the background
like a spare prick. They obviously didn’t want you for your money…you weren’t
fashionable or good looking or talented in any way. I mean, I’m sorry, but your
paintings were at best mediocre. No, they just loved you for being Danny White,
straight as a dye and true to your cause. You can’t manufacture that sort of
popularity. Believe me, I’ve tried.”


 “And you resented me
for that…simply because I got along with people?”


 “Yes. Despite being
brought up to believe I was special, I’d been crippled by social inadequacy my
whole life. I was full of ambitions but incapable of going among people to realize
them. You, on the other hand, wanted nothing from anyone, yet could get along
with everyone. That always seemed unjust to me. In the end, being in your
company became insufferable. You seemed to be flaunting your popularity in my
face, reminding me that, without you having introduced me to your friends, I’d
have been nothing.”


 “So, because of some
imagined slight, you stole my girlfriend?”


 “Yes. But there was
more to it than that.”


 “Well? How did this
poor, socially awkward outsider manage to seduce a girl like Ingrid then?”


 “It was when your
mother fell ill and you’d stopped hanging around on the scene. I’d carried on
visiting the usual haunts, though why, I don’t know. I was having a miserable
time, standing in the corner of bars on my own, waiting for people to lavish
attention on me simply because I sang in a band. But it never came. Of course,
I knew most of the people in these places through you, but didn’t have the
charisma to engage any of them in conversation beyond the basic pleasantries. Anyway,
the night after BBC Scotland screened a documentary about the Squeaky Kirk,
Ingrid wandered in alone. She was living with you at the time and reckoned
she’d just stormed out half-way through an argument. I found this difficult to
believe, though, because she’d really dolled herself up. I bought her a drink
and she started moaning out about how terrible things had become since your
mother’s stroke. Sticking by your side, she’d felt as if under house
arrest…said she hadn’t been out anywhere in months — not easy for a beautiful,
nineteen-year-old girl. She claimed that you were venting all your stress
through her…flying into rages if she dared to contradict your political point
of view, usually during conversations around the TV at news time. Of course,
you’d expect a mate to make excuses for you and emphasise your good points, but
I didn’t. Selfish to the last, I used the opportunity to spew out all my own
misgivings about you, confirming Ingrid’s doubts in the process. I was enjoying
the slag-fest so much, I invited her back to mine at closing time, to do some
more. From the gasps of approval on seeing my apartment, I knew straight away
that good living was her Achilles heel. From there on, bagging her was a
breeze. To be honest, beautiful though she was, I had no sexual inclination
towards Ingrid and spiting you wasn’t actually my primary objective. All I
really wanted her for was reflected glory. Simply by being in her company that
evening I’d attracted more attention than I’d ever done with the band - from
both sexes.”


 “She’s a head turner
alright.” 


 “After a glass of
champagne and a couple of lines of coke, she started whining that she needed a
break from you…that she was cracking up being cooped up in that apartment all
the time. She said she needed a couple of weeks in the sun and began crying. I
remember thinking that I should wrap my arms around her, but I just couldn’t
pluck up the courage. In the end she slept in one of the spare rooms and, when
she woke, there were two air tickets to Italy on the pillow by her head. She
flew into a virtual panic and couldn’t get out of the apartment fast enough, thanking
me for the offer, but saying she had to get back to you. That evening, I was
lying in bed thinking what a fool I’d been, when someone started banging at the
front door. Convinced you’d come to beat my brains out I asked who was there
before opening it. I couldn’t believe it when I heard Ingrid’s voice. When I
opened the door, she was on the landing with two suitcases, one at either side
of her on the floor. Apparently, you’d had another one of your teatime rants
during the news, which had inevitably degenerated into a vicious, personal
attack on her.”


 “Oh, it wasn’t that
bad! In fact, she started it. She said that unemployed people shouldn’t get
dole money and that soup kitchens should provide their food. I remember her
shrieking: ‘They’d soon get up off their lazy butts then!’ As if she didn’t
know that would get me going.” 


 “Whatever the case,
she used it to legitimise leaving you and, the following day we flew off to
Italy. I remember looking at Glasgow from the plane. Knowing that you were down
there, falling apart, while I was up in the sky with the love of your life…it
felt great.” 


 “You’re a sad man
Bob.”


 “Keeping Ingrid
entertained in Italy required just two things: designer clothes shops and a
credit card. I myself was beginning to tire of her company. It was really hard
work, pretending to be interested in all her self-obsessed babble. But the reflected
glory of her beauty — even in Milan — was addictive. Passing catwalk models
would flash glances at me. They’d stare right into my eyes, searching for
whatever it was that made me so valuable to such a good-looking woman. After a
fortnight of this my self-esteem was soaring, so much that I felt attractive to
women for the first time. But Ingrid and the catwalk models of Milan didn’t do
it for me. It was the hookers of Naples that got my blood boiling…preferably
the bigger ones. They went out of their way to make me feel good. With them, I
got to do the talking, instead of having to listen to all that hard done to,
feminine bullshit. We stayed in Italy for another fortnight and were both
sublimely happy. During the day Ingrid got to wander round clothes shops with
me feigning interest at her every word, then, in the early hours, when she was
fast asleep, I stalked the red-light areas, indulging myself stupid. By the
time we got back to Glasgow I’d been transformed. On leaving, I’d been a lonely
virgin. Now, I had a paragon of beauty on my arm and a catalogue of up to
twenty sexual liaisons under my belt. I was oozing confidence and growing
stronger every day, while you faded into oblivion. That said, the Italian trip
had left me up to my eyes in debt, having spent nearly ten grand on my credit
cards.”


 “What are you on
about, debt? Ten grand to you is like a hundred quid to most people!” 


“Oh Danny Boy, you’re
so naïve…that’s why everyone likes you I suppose. Still, they had me fooled as
well. I was the last to know what was going on.” 


 “You’ve lost me
Bob.”


 “It’s all a sham
Danny. The Squeaky Kirk — it’s a fraud. Back when we started out, Billy’s old man
ran up a big gambling debt. Rex McLeod’s boys were sent to retrieve or bereave,
but when the Big Man found out that his son had a band he offered him an escape
route. He was willing to wave the full ten grand, pay for Squeaky Kirk
recording sessions and even create a record label for us. The only condition, that
he could launder his ill-gotten gains through spurious sales of records and
merchandise. After our first album I was wandering around Glasgow like I owned
the place, oblivious that we’d only shifted two hundred units of the sixty
thousand sales going through the books. We were playing in front of twenty
people some nights on the continent, yet still managing to shift two thousand
CDs, T-shirts and programmes. The irony is that after my arrest we actually
started selling albums for real, though only about five thousand nationwide.”


 “What about the six
hundred odd thousand sales reported in the press?”


 “Oh come on Danny! Do
you really think McLeod hasn’t got people working in the media, weaving illusions
for him and lending his scams credibility?”


 There was a pause,
during which Danny no doubt tried to digest the extent of the deception, before
interrogating Bob further. 


 “So I take it he was
paying you a wage?”


 “Two hundred and
fifty quid a week plus touring expenses. The cars and suits were on credit and
Ingrid was able to fund most of our nights out, after she landed a well-paid TV
commercial when we returned from Italy. Stupid cow believed I was paying
thousands out a week on mortgages, and so thought she was getting the best end
of the deal. Not only did she think I was paying for the apartment and our
retreat up on the coast, but a couple of places I’d invented in St Tropez and
Mauritius too…what a friggin’ joke eh?” 


 “How the hell did
you afford those houses then? And what about the little knocking shop over in
Govan?”


 “They all belong to
Rex. Of course, as soon as I attracted the attention of the police he kicked me
out. Do you know where I’ve been living this past year?”


 “Where?” 


 “Herman’s.”


 “Friggin’ hell,
after all that’s gone on?”


 “One frosty night, I
was driving round Calton when I saw him with some church group, handing out
cups of hot soup to the hookers. I felt obliged to take him home…though I don’t
know why, not after all the harm he’s done me. When we got there, his house was
lit up like a bloody Christmas tree…there was a friggin’ party going on! There
must have been fifteen of the dirty rotten scumbags in the place — old winos
with beards and smack head louts, supping out of cans from cardboard crates,
neatly stacked up along the living room wall, all the way up to the ceiling.” 


 “Jesus.”


 “He’d only been down
to the Great Eastern and invited everyone back to live with him. Said it was an
act of contrition, for what happened to that mouthy little bitch Curran. Also,
he was trying to emulate you.”


 “Me?”


 “Yes. I’m afraid
you’re his new hero. You’re all he ever talks about, ‘Danny this’ and ‘Danny
that’. He’s been trying to do with the down and outs what you’ve done with the
kids…it’s pathetic. At one stage he locked all the booze away until they sat
through his music appreciation classes in the kitchen.”


 Danny blew his
cheeks out, a little spooked at being Herman’s new obsession. “And you moved in
there, with all that lot?”


 “Well, I’d been
living in a bed and breakfast, so I thought, if I can just get rid of the
freeloaders, Herman’s pad could make a good springboard for the future. So I
did, while he was attending an appointment up at the loony bin. I got Rex’s
lad, Jimmy, to come round with a team and scare them off. In return they helped
themselves to some of Herman’s more valuable furniture. When he got back I just
told him the down and outs had robbed him and fled…stupid bastard was
devastated.”


 “So I take it you’re
still living there?”


 “I was, up until a
fortnight ago, when the prick stopped taking his medication and got detained
again. Some do-gooders came round wanting to know my connection to him. Unsatisfied
with my answers they returned next day with the police and had me evicted. For
the past fortnight I’ve been sleeping on the back seat of my car, in a lay-by
off the A82, between Glasgow and Dumbarton. It was while I was making the
return journey to town — to wash at the swimming baths — that I spotted Ingrid
and Francesca heading out here.” Bob stopped talking for a moment, as if suddenly
stunned by a vision of some sort, before announcing: “It’s all over Dan. I’m
gonna have to go back to my parents.”


 “Stay here with us.”


 “No, I’ll stay the
night then it’s time to confront reality. It’s going to be hard, explaining
that their precious only child never really made it big after all… that he’s a
failure… a vulgar gangster’s ping pong ball…When I went to prison my mother
attempted suicide you know. Fortunately, I’ve managed to convince her I was the
innocent victim of a madman’s spite and she’s made an almost full recovery now.
God knows what this is going do to her.” He made another big sigh. “But for
that mouthy whore everything would be ticking along fine! The moment they
arrested me I became a liability in Rex’s eyes. You see, his boys used the
Govan stair my apartment was on for storing and chopping heroin. He’d put the whole
place under my name and turned it into apartments with non-existent tenants. That
way, if the police raided, they couldn’t pin anything on an individual. Luckily,
the latest cargo had been shipped out by the time they arrived to try and
gather evidence against me…not that they were gonna find much after I’d
repainted the place twice and repeatedly jet sprayed the stairs with bleach and
water.” 


 “Hold on…heroin? Rex
Macleod doesn’t go near drugs, he bloody hates them!”


 With what sounded to
Judith like exasperation at Danny’s simplicity, Bob affected a sneering laugh. “What
was it Shakespeare wrote? ‘Methinks the lad doth protest too much.’ Macleod
hates drug dealers like Roy Cohn hated homosexuals. The anti-heroin persona? That
was just a smokescreen for one of Europe’s biggest drugs barons. The street
corner dealers he used to shop? They were actually banging out his gear, but
didn’t even know it — stupid wee bastards! Just like I never knew he was buying
all my records.” 


 “So where did my
money come from?” There was a panic in Danny’s voice now. 


 “Definitely not from
song royalties, put it that way. When you blackmailed me I begged Baxter to
help find a solution, but he deserted me as a Rex McLeod reject. Until, that
was, I explained the painting scam. He put it to the Big Man, who then lent me
seven hundred and sixty grand on the express understanding that he recouped a
million within twelve months, or else. Mercifully, my brainwave was a success,
otherwise I’d be couriering packages every other month and ending up in the
same prison cell the whole scheme was designed to keep me out of in the first
place.”


 “What do you mean,
painting scam?”


 “The kebab house man
who bought all your work at the exhibition I set up in London was in the loop. He
bought the paintings from me with money which Rex was already laundering
through his takeaway shop tills. Then, having established a phoney market for
your work, he sold them for real and got over a million quid, all of which went
straight back to the Big Man, netting him a handsome two-hundred and forty
grand profit on the original seven hundred and sixty he’d lent me in order to
pay you off. The rich get richer my friend, but then you already know that
better than anyone, after all, it’s pretty much all you’ve ever droned on about
these past twenty-five years” 


 “You mean this
college is courtesy of the plague that’s ravaged our city? Oh please God…no! Kids
have died in their hundreds, been made homeless or lost limbs so that I can
play with paints and drink fine wine? You bastard! You knew what you were doing
all along didn’t you? You’ve deliberately made me complicit in that which I
despise…compromised my soul and will no doubt destroy my mind in the process. All
that crap about me having ‘won’, it’s just your bitter sarcasm. You’re the
winner. Now, till the day I die, I’ll be more miserable than you ever could
be.”


 “You’ve only
yourself to blame Danny. You relinquished the right to moralise once you
entered the world of blackmail. Besides, it’s your own vanity that’s making you
miserable…your romantic need to be perceived as ‘the good guy’. No one leaves
this world with a clean sheet Danny boy, so why the hell did you think you were
going to be any different?”


 “You should have
told me! You should have let me know you were broke! I’d never have shopped you
anyway!”


 “I couldn’t take
that chance…not with your friggin’ morals! I may have made the most of my
time-out in Barlinnie Prison to think, but I certainly had no intention of
going back there.”


 Danny, who was
muttering insanely now, sounded like he was crying. “Oh-please-God-no! Please,
please, please God - no!” 


 “Oh grow up man! Surely
you of all people must be aware that all money’s filth. Our city, the one you’re
so passionate about, was built on tobacco and slavery. And now, your college is
built on heroin. Just like the National Health Service is built through taxes
imposed on smokers with lung cancer and drinkers with liver disease, not to
mention the oil guzzling, kid killing car drivers for whom, as you never ceased
banging on about, half of Glasgow was demolished to provide a motorway. It’s the
great paradox of life Danny — happy birthday son!” 


Danny made no
response. 


“Anyway, I have to be
up early so I’ll bid you adieu.” 


 The sound of Bob
making his way upstairs to spend the night in Danny’s room, just across the
landing, made Judith feel physically ill. 
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 The
morning after Bob’s revelation, Judith woke to loud arguing. Running down to
the kitchen in her nightshirt, she found the whole college standing over Hamish,
who was lying unconscious on the flagstone floor, after trying to prevent Ryan
from assaulting other students. Overnight, while they’d all been sleeping
outside the byre, someone had taken the young author’s computer and the back-up
discs containing his book, leaving him to suspect, accuse and then physically
attack those closest. 


Remembering that
Danny had told a certain somebody about Ryan’s work, Judith rushed back upstairs
and burst into the room where Bob was supposed to be staying, only to find an
empty, undisturbed bed. Heart sunken, she put on a grey hooded sweat top and
jeans, then jogged back downstairs, herding Danny and Ryan to the minibus,
which she drove at high speed towards Glasgow. Virtually catatonic with
depression from the previous night’s bombshell, Danny sat on the farthest back
seat, saying not a word until they arrived five hours later and then only to
mutter something about Bob’s parents living in Bearsden.


 Bearsden is an
affluent, residential suburb on the northwest outskirts of the city, containing
a significant number of million pound mansions along its leafy avenues. The
Fitzgerald’s home, however, was a more modest affair — a whitewashed bungalow,
beyond a low, granite stoned boundary wall and a small rectangle of lawn. The
family had escaped here from the council tenements of Maryhill back in the
nineteen-seventies, thanks to Mr. Fitzgerald’s earnings as a welder on the
North Sea oil rigs. In accordance with her new middle class status — achieved
by working class means — Mrs. Fitzgerald had sent her only child to Glasgow
Academy, the city’s oldest public school, in the West End. Mixing among the
real middle classes hadn’t come naturally to Bob though, and, despite achieving
decent exam results, he’d grown into a self-absorbed teenager. But for meeting
Danny, he’d probably still be hiding in his bedroom to this day, writing
stories only for himself. 


 Unfortunately, there
was no sign of Bob’s car when they pulled up outside the bungalow, and Ryan’s
frantic banging on the front door didn’t even get a response. While he
investigated the back of the property, Judith stayed in the minibus, trying to
elicit more information from Danny. . 


 “Danny! You’ve got
to think. Is there anywhere else that bastard might be?”


 “I don’t know!” he
yelled back, at his wits end. 


 On Ryan’s return,
Judith drove aimlessly, suppressed tears of frustration twinkling in her eyes. She’d
only gone about a mile, when she suddenly spotted a grey Datsun parked up
ahead, outside a black, iron security gate. Either side of the gate was an
eight-foot high, brick boundary wall overhung by sycamore trees, with CCTV
cameras peeping out from steel poles among the foliage. Judith and Ryan jumped
out the minibus, but before the former could press the buzzer on the intercom
in the wall, Danny had caught up, snatching her hand away. 


 “What the hell are
you doing woman? This is Rex McLeod’s place.”


 “And? You’re quick
enough to condemn others for not standing up to the capitalists. Well, here’s
your opportunity to show us all how it’s done…oh, I’m sorry, I forgot, you’d
rather paint his portrait wouldn’t you?” 


 Just then, the
intercom crackled and a whining, nasal, Glaswegian voice seeped out. 


 “Tut. Tut. Tut. Is
that you causing a song and dance outside my property Danny White?”


 “Aye Rex, it is.”


 “Ha, ha, ha,” McLeod
had a surprisingly genial laugh. “You and your pals had best come on in.”


 The gate slid open
with a humming noise, revealing a white, eight-bedroom mansion, set back beyond
a small field of manicured front lawn. Across this bowling green, five barking
Dobermans came bounding, before a middle aged blonde woman in a peppermint
green, velvet jogging suit appeared, calling them back. Rex McLeod’s wife,
Janine had heavily lined sun-bed orange skin and lank, peroxide hair, but she
conveyed the arrogance of an aristocratic supermodel, surveying her visitors
with disdain. In a dry, boozy voice she directed them to an oak panelled lounge
where three men stood around a large granite-stone fireplace, drinking whisky
beneath one of Danny’s portrait paintings of the gangster. To the left — as
viewed by the visitors on entering — Fergus Baxter was in full tartan
splendour, while on the right, a shaven headed Bob looked conspicuously
uncomfortable in his shabby, navy-blue Adidas tracksuit. In the middle was a
dumpy, pug faced, squinty eyed, smirking fellow in his late fifties. What
remained of his grey hair was combed back over a red pate and his jowls were
hanging either side of a triple chin. He wore a yellow Lyle and Scott polo
T-shirt — tightly stretched like cling film round his paunch — brown trousers
and matching golf shoes. Judith actually laughed when he introduced himself to
her as Rex McLeod. She couldn’t believe it. The legendary ‘Big Man’ was even
smaller than Fergus Baxter, who could only have been five-foot seven, if that. 


 “So what can I do
for you then folks?” the gangster asked, mockingly. 


 Danny stepped
forward from his position between Judith and Ryan. 


 “As it happens,
we’ve intruded upon you quite by accident. It’s Mr Fitzgerald we need to speak
with.” He turned to face Bob. “Could I have a quick word in private please?”


 Bob smiled slyly. “There’s
no need for that. Nothing you’re going to say will shock anybody here.” 


 “Ok. In that
case…err…how can I put this? Ryan here has lost a very important disc. You
wouldn’t happen to know where that might…”


 “Just give us our
things back you rat!” Judith exploded. 


 At this moment
McLeod stepped forward, placing a pacifying hand on her forearm.


 “It’s me you need to
talk with about the disc darling. I own it now.” 


 “Rex,” Danny
implored, “the lad here has worked day and night on that book for the past two
years. He’s only nineteen. It’s his way out – please don’t block him.” 


 McLeod turned to
face Danny. “Danny boy, if you’d come and asked for that disc two years ago,
you’d already be walking out the door with it in your hand, and…and,” he
pointed backwards over one shoulder with a thumb, towards Bob, “…that worm
there would be eating out of a straw, for offending someone I respected.” He
gulped the remainder of his scotch before continuing. “I actually liked
you…worse, I trusted you…and I make it my business to trust nobody. I really
enjoyed our little chats whenever I sat for you. We talked about Marx and
Christianity, do you remember?” McLeod smiled nostalgically at this
recollection. “I found you refreshingly naïve. I could see right through you,
or so I thought, and there was absolutely nothing harmful there. I don’t think
I could say that about a single other soul I’ve encountered. As a result, you
became a little indulgence of mine…an escape from the cynical world I inhabit. That’s
why I was always giving you painting jobs — so we could talk some more. So you
can imagine how betrayed I felt, learning that you’re actually a scheming
blackmailer.” 


 Flushing, Danny cast
a quick glance at Ryan, who was oblivious to the dishonourable means by which
Gairloch College had come about. Desperate to avert an adverse revelation, he interrupted
McLeod.


 “But this isn’t
about me.”


 “Oh but it is. Everything
I do these days is influenced by you. Thanks to your sublime disingenuousness,
I no longer have faith in my own judgement. Consequently, I have to be ruthless
with everyone in order to feel secure. So let’s hear no more about this disc. It’s
mine, OK.” 


 Judith erupted
again. “This isn’t some crappy Squeaky Kirk album!” Bob raised his chin by
forty-five degrees, head twitching indignantly. “It’s a really good book.” 


 McLeod turned to
Ryan. “We need this book on the shelves as quick as possible. If you want to
sign up with us for three-hundred quid a week, so be it. It’ll save us the
bother of having to find a front man and an editor to change names and places.”


 Judith was beside
herself with rage now. “He’s got a London publisher ready to print — and you’re
offering him three hundred quid a week!”


 “Darlin, the lad’s a
drop in the ocean down there. If he’s really, really lucky, he’ll get a
ten-grand advance against royalties. No matter how good a yarn he’s written,
though, he’ll be at the bottom of the pile when it comes to promotion. The
celebrity biographers and Oxbridge in crowd will eat up the entire publicity
budget, and no one will even know he existed. Deemed a liability, he’ll be
sacked on his debut and never entertained by another publisher again. But if he
comes with me, he’ll get every piece of work published, have a guaranteed
fourteen grand a year coming in and the Scottish press eating out of his hand. Sometimes
the best way to take London is indirectly. If he creates a ripple up here, your
big publishers will come sniffing, don’t you worry…and they’ll treat him with
the respect he deserves if he’s already a proven earner.” McLeod turned to
Danny, who was standing with his arms folded, shaking his head dejectedly. “You
shouldn’t be pulling faces. You should be encouraging the boy to do the right
thing. How many folk do you know who’ve been published in London?”


 “Quite a few,” Danny
muttered. 


 “Aye and how many of
them are wealthy as a result? Honestly now.”


 “None that I know
of.”


 “Exactly. They’re
all doing shitty jobs during the day and then they’re too tired in the evenings
to write anything decent. Ryan, on the other hand, will have a guaranteed
income and all the time in the world to produce a masterpiece, if he wishes.” McLeod
had grown quite passionate during this exposition. “Three hundred quid a week’s
about a hundred pound more than this kid can ever hope to earn.” He turned to
Ryan. “I’ll bet my balls you’ve got a criminal record, eh son?” 


 “Aye, for assault
when I was sixteen and two raps for shoplifting.”


 “Then you’re minimum
wage, warehouse fodder till the day you die I’m afraid…just like I was at your
age. No different to a black man in Apartheid South-Africa or an untouchable in
India. I was forced to carve my own path, outside of the system.” He looked at
Judith as if expecting admiration or sympathy, before returning his attention
to Ryan, now nodding in accord with what was being said. “And remember, there’s
nothing to stop you getting a day job if you wanted. You’d be on five hundred
quid a week then, twenty-two, maybe twenty-three grand a year! When you walked
in here you were underclass. I’m giving you the opportunity to leave middle
class.”


 At this point Danny
finally intervened. “Ryan, we have to have a word in private.”


 “Oh no,” McLeod
interjected smugly, “there’ll be no whispering round corners. I like complete
transparency when I do business, so if you’ve something to say, say it here.”


 “Complete
transparency eh? In that case, he’s going to use you Ryan, as a vehicle to
launder money…money from heroin dealing!”


 McLeod turned to Bob
and glared, yellow teeth snarling like a rabid dog, eyes as dead as great white
shark’s, before facing Ryan again and raising his voice impatiently.


 “Right son, it’s
make your mind up time. If you’re interested Fergus will take you into town to
sign the necessary documents. If not, get the hell out of here.”


 Ryan turned to Danny
as if imploring his advice. 


 “I’ve told you what
I know,” Danny said, dejectedly. “Armed with such information, I personally
wouldn’t get involved. But I can’t impose my principles on you…and I’m
certainly in no position to judge.” 


 Next, Ryan looked at
Judith. She didn’t want to hurt Danny, but her maternal feelings towards the
youngster won the day. Making sure he got credit and at least some reward for
his work was her main concern, so she strained a smile of encouragement.


 “Don’t worry about
what anyone else thinks sweetheart, just get on and do what’s right for you.”


 When Ryan agreed to
accompany Baxter, Danny marched out, looking ashen. During the distraction, no
one had noticed Bob slip away, escaping Rex McLeod’s wrath at his indiscretion
over the money laundering scam. It transpired he’d received nothing for
procuring Ryan’s book. His only reward had been the knowledge that he’d hurt
Danny some more. 


 After being escorted
off McLeod’s property, Judith found the minibus gone, leaving her all alone in
Glasgow. She booked into a hotel for the night then returned to Gairloch by
public transport the following day. When she finally arrived, after an eight
hour bus journey, the kids told her there’d been no sign of Danny and that Hamish
had packed his bags and left with Angie, citing Ryan’s assault as the final
straw. 


 All week, Judith
agonised over whether to stay, but, in the end, decided it was futile. She knew
Danny would never return, and Ryan worked for Rex McLeod now anyway. So, realizing
that Gairloch College was over, she left Fin with the students and drove back
to England, where she’d soon be working as an assistant curator again, only
this time at Birmingham’s City Art Gallery.
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 The following summer,
Judith took a well-deserved walking holiday in Iceland. To get there though,
she had to catch a plane from Glasgow, where she arrived by train the day
before her flight. While queuing for a taxi outside Central Station with her
luggage, she spotted a familiar face approaching, smoking a roll up, accompanied
by a shell-suited, teenage brunette, pushing a baby in a pram. It was Dickens. He
stopped to talk, telling her that he was living back at the Great Eastern
Hotel, but would soon be moving, with his girlfriend and nine-month-old child,
to a brand new housing association pad in Possil. 


 “That’s were Danny
used to live,” Judith exclaimed, smiling genially towards the skinny young
mother, who was either nodding at everything Dickens said or laughing
nervously. 


 “I know, he’s told
me all about the place,” Dickens declared proudly.


 Judith was taken
aback by this statement. “When did you see Danny then?”


 “Didn’t you know? We’re
next door neighbours over at the Great Eastern. I apologised to him for my
behaviour that Christmas night up in the Highlands…he was really good about
it.”


 “Yes, he’s like that.
He’s a good man,” Judith said, trying to maintain a veneer of normality, but
her veins were pulsating with shock at the news about Danny’s lowly accommodation.
That aside, she was delighted to see Dickens so happy, but, knowing how
sensitive and prone to violence he could be, worried about what might happen if
his young girlfriend ever decided to leave him. 


 After dropping her
luggage at a bed and breakfast, Judith took a cab to the Great Eastern Hotel. Here,
Danny lived in one of twenty-four white, wooden cubicles which faced one
another along a narrow, chlorine smelling corridor. He was sitting on a bed
wearing his blue overalls when she arrived, after being shown up to the fourth
floor by a masculine looking female warden with tattooed forearms. 


 “I’m surprised you
want to see me,” he said, forlornly. 


 Embarrassed by
Danny’s self-deprecation, Judith’s eyes wandered from the single bed at the
centre of the cubicle to his mother’s portrait painting, now nailed to the
wooden wall behind. Looking down again, her attention was grabbed by a hardback
book on the pillow behind him. Staring up from its glossy flysheet, against a
backdrop of iron shuttered, concrete tenements was Ryan, head turned just
enough to flaunt his battle scar. 


 “Why are you here
Danny?” She regained eye contact. “Is it because you feel guilty about being
happy that year up at Gairloch? Are you ashamed that your contentment was
funded by McLeod’s drug money?”


 “How do you know
about that?” Danny exclaimed, his eyes following Judith as she approached the
bed and picked Ryan’s book up. 


 “I overheard your
conversation with Bob.” 


 Danny looked
relieved not to have to explain everything. In the meantime Judith perused the
item in her hands. Published by another Rex McLeod front called Highly Educated
Delinquent, it went under the title ‘Toi’s Are Us’ — Toi being the name of the
‘team’ which Ryan had led around his housing scheme.


 “I stole it from
Waterstone’s,” Danny confessed. “Somehow, shoplifting seemed more moral than
subsidising a heroin dealer.” This elicited an exasperated sigh from Judith. 


“Ryan really
disappointed me when he accepted McLeod’s proposition. My own corruption was
bad enough, but his fall was like the end of all hope. It was as if everything
me and him had discussed over that past twelve months meant nothing. After he
let me down like that, I didn’t want to be near human beings ever again.”


 “But you let him
down first Danny…can’t you even see that! By being all nice things to all men,
you allowed the bad to prosper at the expense of the good. You should have been
protecting Ryan and all those other kids from spiteful weirdos such as Bob
Fitzgerald, but instead you allowed him to sleep under the same roof…you even
invited him to stay permanently! You were too blinded by those damned
egalitarian beliefs to notice the danger you were putting everyone in. The fact
is Danny, there are people who are always going to be bad, no matter what, and
they don’t deserve our compassion. Those types have to be expelled from society
otherwise it just isn’t worth living in.”


 “I’m not saying you’re
wrong, but, because of my upbringing, it isn’t easy for me to think like that.”


 “What’s that toe-rag
up to these days anyway?”


 “Bob? He’s avoiding
Rex McLeod full-time, odd jobbing his way round the world and restricting
himself to remote places. The last I heard, he was supposed to be working at a
fish canning factory, somewhere north of the Arctic Circle in Norway. I just
hope to God he manages to evade that filth peddling bastard for ever more.”


 “Why?”


 “Why? Well, mainly,
because if anything terrible happens to Bob then it’ll be all my fault, for
making McLeod aware that he’d been sharing trade secrets with me.”


 “But if McLeod does
catch up with Bob, then you’ll at least have achieved some justice for that
poor girl Carina…what’s her name?”


 “Curran.” 


 “Yes.”


 “Well, first of all,
I’ve learnt that there isn’t any justice and, secondly, if it was wrong of Bob
to have inflicted violence upon Carina, then it would be no less wrong for Rex
McLeod or anybody else to inflict violence upon Bob. An act of barbarism
shouldn’t suddenly become palatable simply because it’s supported by a moral
argument. I’m not having a pop at you Judith, but frankly, there’s nothing more
sinister than a sadist in search of legitimisation. As far as I’m concerned,
you either enjoy violence or you don’t.”


 Judith stood in
silence, wracking her brains for a counter argument. But at heart she felt
Danny was right.


 “So, apart from
festering in this hole, what else have you been up to these past ten months? What’s
happened to the college for God’s sake?” 


 As Danny’s
explanation gained steam, Judith sat down on the bed, listening intently. 


 It transpired that
he’d never returned north, being unable to set foot in a house financed by heroin.
However, he had spent his final fifty grand employing qualified teachers to get
the kids through their diplomas. But, according to Katy — who visited him
regularly at the hostel — it had been a miserable place thereon. The new
employees did only as much as they were paid for and eschewed the students when
outside the classroom. The big communal dinners became a thing of the past, and
the kids were discouraged from the house altogether. Instead, they were
expected to prepare their own individual meals back at the byre, in a tiny
kitchen which occupied the room vacated by Ryan. 


 With all the joy
removed, only six of the original twelve Glaswegians had completed their second
year. Thanks to the foundations laid by Danny, Hamish, Judith and Angie,
though, they all achieved high grades that summer — most notably Belinda, who
passed English with distinction, despite being heartbroken over Ryan’s
departure.


 Once the place had
been deserted — around mid-May — Danny had put the house and byre on the market
for less than he’d paid for them derelict, so desperate was he to be cleansed
of any association with Rex McLeod’s money. It sold within days. The only
problem was, his charity owned Gairloch College and so he had to conduct the
absurd charade of selling a painting to it for one hundred and fifty thousand
pounds, in order to get his hands on the cash. At first he’d been more than
happy paying the Capital Gains Tax to the government, until he learnt that Rex
McLeod’s security firm had just won a large government contract. There seemed
to be no escape — he was either being paid by or paying for the drug dealer. 


 Carrying the
remaining money in a holdall, Danny had walked through some of the city’s most
deprived areas, during the early hours, redistributing it as he went. First
off, he’d revisited North Glasgow, where Katy and her parent’s now lived in an
even worse and older building than their original tenement, which had been
demolished for private houses. Not only was it a far cry from the home with front
and back doors that the housing association had promised, but it too would soon
be torn down. Here, he’d posted ten thousand pounds through the letter box, as
thanks for the girl’s unstinting dedication to his ill mother, and to help
finance the creative writing degree she was embarking on that autumn, down in
East Anglia. Then he’d hit the daunting, thirty floor, Springburn high rises. Despite
the elevators not working, he dropped twenty grand at a fourteenth floor apartment,
home to a guy called Brucie Cruickshanks, who was dying from Mesothelioma after
years working with asbestos in the Govan shipyards. The poor bastard had been
denied compensation and Danny hoped his donation might lessen the stress, if
not for Brucie then maybe for Mrs. Cruickshanks. After this, he’d returned to
the East End, pushing a similar amount through the door of a football club for
recovering drug addicts, before crossing the M8 footbridge and walking several
miles to a new, semi-detached house in the redeveloped Blackhill area, where he
posted a manila envelope containing fifty thousand pounds. He hadn’t quite made
it back down the path though, when a squat, moustachioed fellow aged about
fifty came out, wanting to know what was going on. Danny could not have
imagined a worse situation. He’d been left with two choices: run or finally
confess his sins to the person he’d exploited most. In the name of decency, he’d
felt compelled to introduce himself. 


 The man had invited
Danny inside, where a thin, dark haired woman lay on the couch watching TV — it
was Carina Curran. Having spent months semi-comatose, followed by years in a
deep, appetite suppressing depression, she’d shed much of her former weight. She’d
made a steady recovery in the three years since the attack, and even regained
her ability to walk, but only over short distances and then very slowly. 


 Having taken the armchair
opposite Mr. Curran, Danny had wasted no time with his revelation, maniacally
spewing it up without commas or full stops. He’d been prepared for hysterics
from Carina and even physical violence from her dad, but instead they’d just
sat in silence, depriving him of any distraction from his shame. Confession
over, the eight foot walk to the front door had seemed like a mile. 


 Three days later,
the Currans had turned up at the Great Eastern Hotel, returning Danny’s money. He’d
tried to convince Carina that, as a victim of both Bob Fitzgerald’s violence
and Rex McLeod’s drug dealing, she was entitled to some compensation. But she’d
said she abhorred the compensation culture and believed all money should be in
the hands of communities, not individuals. 


 “Individuals waste
money on phone ringtones, cocaine and furry dice to hang from their rear view
mirrors,” she’d said. “Whereas communities, at their best, spend it on brain
surgeons and special needs education. As a beneficiary of both, how can I
legitimise taking any more money out of the pot? Without a Health Service,
fifty thousand pounds wouldn’t even have paid for my bed and breakfast in a
private hospital.” 


 When Carina spoke,
her brain damage had made itself apparent. She’d had to pause every so often to
remember a simple word or regain a train of thought and occasionally she’d
slurred her words. Apart from this handicap she’d been remarkably eloquent —
especially for someone having to relearn how to read and write. 


 Carina said that
closing a college for twenty kids in order to make one individual wealthy was
absurd. If he really wanted to make amends for what he’d done, she’d told
Danny, he could teach her how to paint. 


 


 After the first
drawing lesson round at the house, Carina had taken a nap, leaving Danny and Mr.
Curran alone together. Mr. Curran had explained how the be all and end all of
his daughter’s life had been playing the cello, until Mrs. Curran died,
following a protracted illness. It was at this time that she’d become close
friends with a wealthy violin player from her orchestra, called Cordellia Henderson.
This elegant lady — the wife of a merchant banker — had been smoking heroin in
Carina’s company after shows for years without any apparent adverse effects. As
a consequence, the young girl had seen no harm accepting an invitation to a
toot one evening, as a distraction from her grief. The banker’s wife had
enjoyed having a partner in crime and Carina smoked heroin gratis on fourteen
consecutive nights before that particular run of shows ended. The following
week, she’d been ringing on the Henderson’s doorbell at their West End
townhouse, lusting after another toot. But the visit had been ill received,
with Carina being scolded for her indiscretion and warned never to visit the
house again, under any circumstances. If she hadn’t just inherited three thousand
pounds the teenager would have been blissfully broke, as always, and gone straight
home, perhaps never touching heroin again. Instead, she’d hit the East End, enquiring
for dealers among the street corner gangs, until someone directed her to a
Gallowgate apartment. Within a month all her money had been smoked away and her
life was spiralling out of control. Having been sacked from the orchestra for
falling asleep during a performance, she’d sold the cello her father had worked
double shifts for at the Tennents Brewery, before taking up prostitution and
the hypodermic needle. The rest, as they say, is history. Fortunately, Carina’s
injuries had erased all memory of heroin. Unfortunately, though, they’d also
stolen her musical talent.


 


 “So how are the
lessons going then?” Judith asked.


 “I’ve been round at
the Currans house every other day for the past month. Like a fool, I actually
forgot that I was round there to be punished, until last week.”


 “Why, what happened
last week?”


 “Carina was
struggling to get a grasp of a sketching technique I was showing her and then
she erupted. She said she had more contempt for me than for Bob Fitzgerald, and
that she’d only asked me to teach her how to paint so that she could see just
how far I’d crawl for absolution. She reckons that the fact I even want
forgiveness indicates that I’m not really contrite at all. In her opinion, a
truly contrite man would accept his guilt as just rewards and suffer in
silence, not go trying to buy peace of mind by dropping money through people’s
letterboxes. She said that the only person I was really concerned about was
myself, and even though she’s since apologised, she’s right. I used her tragic
situation to get cash and never gave her another thought. Then, when I learnt
where it came from I tried to use her to get rid of it. Just as Bob and other
men exploited Carina for sex, I’ve been exploiting the poor girl for my own
salvation.” 


 “So what happens
now?” 


 “Well, I either
suffer in silence like Carina says, or I put myself in the same misery as those
I’ve profited from. I think the latter is probably the only way my remorse can
ever be seen as sincere.” 


 “Or, you could just
forget all this nonsense and start living like a normal human being.” Judith
jumped up from the bed, turning to face Danny. “Bob Fitzgerald’s right. What
makes you think you’re so bloody special? That you’re entitled to a life of
virtue? You’re fast enough to forgive everyone else’s sins, why not your own? Can’t
you see how arrogant that is? I mean, why’s it wrong for you to spend McLeod’s
money, but ok for Katy and the Cruickshanks to have it? I’ve as much to feel
guilty about as you. I was complicit in the blackmail and I enjoyed the
proceeds of drugs money.”


 “No, no…it’s not the
same.”


 Judith laughed,
flabbergasted. “You think you’re better than me don’t you.”


 “Eh?”


 “It’s ok for me and
everyone else to sin because, we know not what we do. But you, you’re a
superior being. There’s no excuse for you.”


 “That’s because of
my Christian, socialist upbringing! Have you still not got that? It’s all about
caring for others while flagellating yourself. Remember what I told you about
Crazy Ferguson hitting me with a bottle? How my mother said it had served me
right for defending the enemy against my own? Well, it would have been the same
had I just stood back and allowed him to slash Bob. Then she’d he have recited
the story of the Good Samaritan and condemned me for being a poor Christian. And
that’s how my life’s been for the past forty three years Judith, looking for
the best in everyone else and the worst in myself… stopping during every
experience and wondering: what would mum think of this? Am I a true socialist? Am
I good Christian?” 


 “You can shake it
off! I saw the change in you at Gairloch…it was amazing!”


 “I must admit, I had
started enjoying things without constantly consulting her in my head. I could
still hear her talking, but she had to compete with the kids’ voices. In the
end they were having far more of an influence over me than I ever could have
had over them. Thanks to Hamish, Ryan, Angie and yourself, their intellects
were expanding, exposing my own mind as stagnant by contrast. They had myriad
points of view to offer at the dinner table debates, where as I was trotting
out the same tired old Marxist mantras, like a priest performing his thousandth
communion. To keep up, I had to become more flexible in my thinking and
consequently felt much lighter as a person. I thought that glass of Haut-Brion
I drank was symbolic of the great change which had taken place within me. But
then Bob turned up, almost as if my mother had sent him to remind me that in a
capitalist world, one man’s pleasure is always at the expense of other men’s
misery.” Danny poked a forefinger against his temple. “And now she’s the only
voice in there again, shouting louder than ever, each second of the day.”


 “Well I think it’s
time you heard some new voices then. I’m off to Iceland in the morning, and I
know for a fact that there are still seats on my flight. Why don’t you come
along?” 


 “I’ve never been out
of Scotland before…I’d never been out of Glasgow except for Gairloch.”


 Judith laughed. “You’re
not scared of flying are you?”


 Danny stared
forlornly at her. “Ma always said that folk who holidayed abroad were traitors
to their community. She reckoned that every penny earned in Glasgow should stay
in Glasgow, not be used to subsidise the development of some Mediterranean
fishing village, while our own city was rotting and shrinking. Old Annie hated
the fact that people spent fifty weeks a year daydreaming about their fortnight
in Majorca or the Costa Del Sol, when they should have been living in the here
and now and improving one another’s lives. Of course, I inherited this outlook
and never hesitated to castigate anyone who was about to embark on their
annual, lifesaving break from everything oppressive about Scotland. So, as I’m
sure you’ll understand, it would be unforgivably hypocritical of me to jump on
a plane now.”


 “Weren’t you going
to follow Ingrid to Italy that time, only there was no one to look after your
mother?”


 “Not finding anyone
to look after my ma was only half the story. Truth is I was as petrified of
being sneered at as a hypocrite then as I am now. That’s the real reason I
never followed her to Italy.”


 This impossible mind-set
was draining Judith, so she left before he could depress her any further and
concentrated on Iceland. 
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 Iceland’s mountains,
glaciers and near twenty-four hour daylight erased all things Danny from
Judith’s mind, until the flight back to Glasgow, when he re-established himself
in the most tragic manner. She’d picked up a Daily Herald on boarding and it
was there, in a tiny square at the bottom right hand corner of page-seven that
she read the shocking news:


 


CITY ARTIST’S FUNERAL


Friends of Glasgow
painter, Danny White will pay their respects tomorrow morning. White, 43, who
will be best remembered for his work with underprivileged local teenagers, was
found dead last week after a drug overdose. The service will take place at ten
o’clock, in St Teresa’s Church, Possil.


 


 Numbed, Judith
remembered nothing more about the journey, or even how she’d acquired her
luggage at Glasgow airport. Somehow she’d managed to find her way to Katy’s
parent’s tenement, where, over a bottle of vodka, the youngster explained the
gruesome details. 


On Wednesday morning,
the week before, a warden at the Great Eastern Hotel had discovered Danny
kneeling by his bed, head slumped, a syringe stuck in his left forearm. The
Police said he’d been dead for approximately twelve hours. As part of their investigation
to eliminate foul play, they’d accessed his internet account at Dennistoun
library, where he’d browsed sites which described how best to commit suicide
using opiates. The only thing which couldn’t be explained though, was how the
burnt remains of a thousand fifty-pound notes came to be in a small plastic bin
by the wardrobe. Compressed in five tight bundles, a portion from each note had
survived the flames, which were unwittingly extinguished when Danny’s foot made
contact with the bin, during a spasm just before death. 


 Danny always told
Judith that, when he died, a pauper’s grave would be fine for him. And this is
precisely what he would have got had it not been for Katy, who’d spent a large
chunk of the ten grand he’d given her organising a respectable send off. However,
despite all the effort she’d gone to, on the day, only a single black Rolls
Royce followed behind the hearse. This contained Katy, her parents and Judith,
who’d been in town early buying a dark dress for the service. They’d been waiting
for Fin, but he’d suffered a relapse since returning from Gairloch and was
obviously too heroin sodden to turn up. Unfortunately, the police had given him
Danny’s painting of their mother, which he’d then sold to a Bath Street art
dealer for a grand, before embarking on a mammoth bender of a heroin-fest.


 St Teresa’s was a
rectangular, redbrick church with a lead-spired bell tower, set back from the
road beyond green lawns. Much to Judith and Katy’s relief, there were a good
fifty people waiting outside in watery sunshine when they arrived, including
all twenty-five students who’d ever attended Gairloch College. The turnout
should have been much bigger, but, sadly, most people kept away because of a
rumour going round that Danny had been a money launderer for big heroin
dealers. According to the gossips, he’d been caught stealing from his masters,
ostracized and forced to live in the Great Eastern Hotel. Apparently, his
demise hadn’t been suicide at all, but a gangland execution which the police
were now covering up. Judith thought it a cruel irony that a man so dedicated
to doing the right thing his whole life, should be remembered in death by such
a slander.


Throughout the
service, rain lashed so heavily against the church roof it threatened to thwart
the actual burial. But by the time everybody reached the sprawling Lambhill
cemetery, on the city’s northern fringe, shafts of sunlight had penetrated the
clouds, making the sky look like a translucent big top. As Danny’s coffin got
lowered into the ground, a rainbow arced above the vast field of white, stone
crosses and a blackbird began singing somewhere in the distance, prompting
Judith to sob. 


During the wake at
The Brothers Bar, Judith was accosted by Ingrid, who looked solemn in full-length,
black funeral dress. After a specious display of grief she began snooping to
find out what money Danny might have left behind. She proudly recounted how her
lawyer had launched a legal claim to the burnt remains from his bin at the
Great Eastern, because some notes — eleven-thousand-seven-hundred and fifty
pounds worth — where still half intact and so could be exchanged for new ones
at the Bank of Scotland. On hearing about Fin’s acquisition and subsequent sale
of Mrs. White’s portrait, she couldn’t contain her rage, just as Judith could
hardly suppress her delight while telling the tale.


 “What is it with
that family of morons?” Ingrid wailed. “That picture’s probably worth at least
fifty grand…possibly more now that Danny’s dead! It’s not Fin’s to sell! It’s
little Lawrence’s!” And with that she clattered out of the pub to ring her
lawyer and start legal proceedings to reclaim the painting.


Over the coming
months, Judith would grieve profoundly and struggle to accept she’d never see
Danny again. At first, she’d blamed herself, analysing their last conversation,
trying to find anything she’d said which might have contributed to his fate. Worse
still, she’d thought of all the things she should have said that might have
prevented it. Then, once she’d finally convinced herself she wasn’t culpable,
she started hating his mother, until it dawned that Annie had inspired all the
heroic characteristics she’d admired in him as well the infuriating one’s she’d
pitied. However, she concluded that chasing moral perfection could be a very
dangerous activity, because when you fail, it often results in self-loathing
and sometimes tragedy, as epitomised by the fate of Danny White. 
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The
Dirty Rouge


Book
One of The Dirty Rouge Series.


 


D.C.I Patrick Curzon is
the ‘Dirty Rouge’.


A thief, a blackmailer,
a ruthless politician, this tough, misanthropic Scotsman is one of the vilest
cops to have ever graced the page.  That said, he’s also one of the most
dedicated.


While investigating the
death of a young ‘schemie’, Curzon paces the streets of his beloved Glasgow,
conversing with junkies, small time coke dealers, a millionairess and even a
premier league footballer.  The case also brings him back into conflict with his
sworn enemy, Fergus Baxter, a highly vaunted though particularly sleazy defence
lawyer who acts on behalf of the city’s most lucrative violent psychopaths and
any celebrities who happen to fall through the cracks into criminality.   


As the truth unravels,
Curzon finds himself caught between the interests of justice and those of the
local establishment, leaving him with a major dilemma.


 


A Long Walk In The Snow


Book Two of The Dirty Rouge Series.


 


It’s
Christmas, heavy snow is falling on Glasgow and an author’s body has been found
in a city centre alleyway.  


DCI
Patrick Curzon – AKA the Dirty Rouge – takes up the case and goes off on
another tour of Scotland’s toughest town, lifting stones on both high and low
life in his hunt for the killer.  


Set
among the tenements and fine Victorian architecture of the city, Curzon’s
Investigation takes many tantalizing twists and turns before he eventually
discovers the shocking truth, not only about the killer, but also about
himself.  However, even though he seems to be staring over the edge of an
abyss, he can still muster enough strength to fight another psychological dual
with his sworn enemy, corrupt defence lawyer Fergus Baxter. 
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