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			All of us have in our veins the exact same percentage of salt in our blood that exists in the ocean, and, therefore, we have salt in our blood, in our sweat, in our tears. We are tied to the ocean. And when we go back to the sea – whether it is to sail or to watch it – we are going back from whence we came.

			 

			John F. Kennedy
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			She’d been as biddable as a heifer for the two days they had her. She came willingly when they picked her up in the van. She asked no favours, made no appeals for mercy while they waited for Wee Paul to give the final word: kill her or let her go.

			At first Iain was pleased that she was passive. He’d never had to muscle a woman before. Then he began to wonder why. She didn’t seem frightened at all, she even smiled sometimes. She only spoke once, to ask a question: How much longer will it be? Slowly they began to realise that she had completely misunderstood what was going on.

			Tommy smirked when he worked it out, nodding at Iain behind her back, laughing at her. It wasn’t funny to Iain. The longer it went on the worse he felt about it. It was dishonourable, but he couldn’t very well warn her or let her go. The deception made him so uncomfortable that a couple of times, in the long last night, he was tempted to just get up and leave. He couldn’t. He had to see the job through to pay the debt. Screw the nut and see it through.

			After Wee Paul called this morning and gave Tommy the decision, Iain couldn’t look at her any more. They put her back in the van and drove from Helensburgh to Loch Lomond.

			Out of the van under a rain-threatening sky, low grey clouds muting all the colours on the mountains. They marched in single file through high sand dunes, Tommy leading, her in the middle, Iain behind, following a zigzag path through to the lochside.

			The sand dunes were industrial dumps, destined for a golf course, neon yellow and very high. She turned to look at the glinting sand and Iain saw the apple of her cheek swell in a small smile. What was she thinking about? About warm holidays on yellow beaches, maybe. Blue seas. Suntans. She still had no idea. Iain put his hand in his pocket and touched the cosh. He wouldn’t hurt her face, she had a nice face. He’d make it as quick as possible.

			She flinched at a bitter wind off the water as she stepped out onto the lochside. Then she looked up. Her step faltered at the sight of the boat. She sagged at the knees, lifted her face and screamed a rasping animal shriek, sore on the ear because it was so close.

			Tommy spun back, reaching for her mouth to shut her up but she flailed her arms, squawking ‘NO!’ in little breathy bursts. They were astonished by the fight in her. She turned, shoulder-shoving Tommy until she knocked him off balance, trying to get past. Tommy wheeled on his heels, grabbing at her even as he fell. His hand slipped down her hip, he was on his knees and she made it past him.

			She got two long steps around him, heading down the dock, running for the thick line of trees.

			Iain was a big man with a long reach. He grabbed her upper arm, pulled the cosh from his pocket and turned her to him. He hit her on the jaw as hard as he could.

			Her head snapped back on her neck. Her eyes rolled. She slithered to the ground as if filled with sand herself. Then she lay on the dock, gracelessly folded over one of her legs.

			An old prison trick. You might hit someone hard, but hit wrong and a man could just turn back to you, angry and ready. For a knockout, the head had to whip around fast. It made the brain bang against the inside of the skull. Make the head move fast enough and you could almost guarantee a drop.

			Iain and Tommy stood looking down at her. Tommy was panting, scared. Iain was surprised he didn’t hide it better. They didn’t really know each other, hadn’t worked together before. They were still laying out their stalls. Tommy was doing a TV baddie, swearing, growling. Iain was being the most frightening men in prison: expressionless hard nuts who gave no warning before they went for you.

			Looking down at the unconscious woman, he thought of those men. He’d envied them. They never seemed to feel anything. He wondered now if their blank eyes hid a despair so profound it squeezed the air from their lungs. If self-disgust weighed like a brick in their guts. Probably not.

			They watched an egg-shaped lump rise on her jaw. The movement of her chest was faltering. Her eyes flickered behind the lids. Unconscious but not dead. The plan had been to get here, drove her to the boat, maybe even get her quite far out on the water before they killed her.

			Tommy growled, ‘Don’t just leave her there. Fucking finish.’

			He was right. She could wake up and that would be beyond cruel because it would still need to be done, but she’d know.

			Iain bent down fast. It was a mistake born of compassion. A burning-hot needle stab in his lower vertebrae made him groan. Embarrassed, he straightened up. He tried again, keeping his spine straight, lowering himself down on one knee as if he was being knighted. He got all the way down and settled into the pose, shifting his pelvis in tiny movements, forward and back, testing the limits. His sore back was new, the pains random, not yet mapped.

			He ground his teeth as he lifted the cosh over his head and brought it down again and again, the way he used to cull fish when he was a boy. He did it on the top of her head, going in through the hair so that he didn’t damage her face. It was the only mercy he could afford her. Whatever she had done, however much Iain needed the job, she deserved to keep her face.

			Tommy looked away, affecting disinterest, staring at the boat. He pointed over at the peeling twelve-footer slapping against the dockside on the choppy grey loch. The Sea Jay II didn’t look like much.

			‘Check the fucking state of it,’ he said, overplaying his interest in the state of the boat because he couldn’t watch. ‘The paint’s all fucking peely.’

			Tommy didn’t know shit about boats. The boat was sound.

			It was done. A halo of scarlet bloomed around her head. Iain found he was panting and his knee hurt terribly. His whole body weight was pressing through it onto the rippled concrete.

			He leaned over the woman’s body to push himself up, forming a windbreak over her. In the vacuum he glanced at her face, close enough to see her without the swollen jaw or the bloody wound on her head. Quite suddenly he saw her as a woman, maybe a woman he knew once, or loved, he couldn’t place her, but it made her a person and she hadn’t been until now. Until now she had been an awkward chore. One of those things you had to do but couldn’t bring yourself to think about.

			Leaning on his hand and bending his elbow to lever himself up brought him closer yet. He felt warmth radiate from her cheek. Motherly dew from her breath settled on his eyelids. His ear was just inches from her mouth. He wouldn’t have heard her otherwise. From deep inside her came a sound: Sheila. His mother’s name.

			Shocked, he reeled back. As his mouth aligned with hers he gasped and sucked in her warm, wet last breath. He sucked it deep down into his lungs.

			Iain scrambled to his feet. He stepped away, hands up, surrendering. No. That was stupid. Shee-lah. Not his mother’s name. Just sounds. From a body. Not Sheila. Shee-lah. Not real. But his lips were damp with her, his airways full of the screaming of her.

			The loch clawed at the dockside. Gulls skirled an indignant dirge high overhead. A handful of sand pattered on her face, lifted by the lamenting wind.

			‘You finished?’ Tommy was keeping his eyes on the boat. ‘Is that you done?’

			Iain opened his mouth to speak but shut it again. He didn’t want to speak because he didn’t know what would come out of him. All the fight she’d had left in her, all her everything, had gone into him. It had risen up, leaving her body, and he had sucked it in. Her soul.

			Now she was trapped inside him. She was writhing and angry and flailing and she would burn her way out through his guts.
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			Alex Morrow’s work phone rang loud and shrill on the passenger seat.

			‘Roxanna’s missing, ma’am,’ said McGrain, one of her DCs. ‘We lost visual at school drop-off yesterday and didn’t find her again. She’s just been reported missing by an anonymous caller.’

			‘What? Who called?’

			‘We don’t know. It was a child’s voice. English accent.’

			‘One of her kids?’ Morrow was holding the phone on the steering wheel and shouting at it. She was breaking the law, but that wasn’t why she was shouting. She was personally invested in the fate of Roxanna Fuentecilla. ‘He’s done it, hasn’t he? Shit. The fucking boyfriend.’

			‘Well, we don’t know who called. Sounds like one of the children.’

			‘I’ll be there in ten minutes.’ She hung up and hurried through the mid-morning traffic to London Road Police Station.

			The car park was full but she had a reserved space. She got out and locked the car, walking quickly to the back door, giving herself a talking-to. She should calm down. She’d never even met Fuentecilla. Whatever Morrow admired about her was just conjecture. She’d watched a lot of footage but that didn’t give a fully rounded picture at all. She was a crim. Remember that. Us and them.

			Through the back bar and the entrance to the holding cells, Morrow gave the desk sergeant a quick nod and a hello. She hurried through the locker rooms and cut across the lobby. Opening her office door, she bowled her bag to the leg of her desk, doubled back across the corridor to the incident room and found McGrain. He was leaning on a desk sipping a mug of tea and listening to DC Thankless, a bald, muscled man with an aggravating manner. Morrow didn’t like him.

			‘Jees-ho.’ McGrain stood up straight when he saw her. ‘That was quick.’

			‘Come in here.’

			McGrain followed her into her office and closed the door after himself.

			‘This is not a canteen.’ She was looking at the mug of tea in his hand.

			Embarrassed, he ducked back out, left it on the nearest table in the incident room and slipped back into her office. ‘Sorry, ma’am.’

			‘Sit down.’ She pointed to the chair. ‘Now, tell me.’

			So he told her: they lost visual contact with Roxanna Fuentecilla yesterday after she’d dropped her kids at school. She always came home from her office at the same time but last night she hadn’t been seen going into the house. Nothing suspicious though: the lights went on as usual in the front room, the kitchen, her bedroom. Her car wasn’t there either but she was known to park in another street sometimes when it was busy.

			They had been following her for three weeks; they lost her sometimes and hadn’t thought much of it. It would be too expensive to physically follow her, budget cuts had reduced them to doing their own filing and rationing biros, so they’d been relying on CCTV. They watched a lot of street-cam footage. Fuentecilla was not considered a flight risk because of her kids. They were fourteen and twelve, at a good school, clean and fed and thriving. She clearly adored them.

			Overnight the CCTV from all the usual sources had been checked. There wasn’t a single frame of Fuentecilla yesterday. Then at seven this morning, a call, anonymous, from a phone box in Central Station. A voice, small and young, reported Roxanna Fuentecilla missing since yesterday. When the operator asked if the caller had any idea where she might be, they said they didn’t know ‘where they’ve taken her’, which suggested more than one person, so, not the boyfriend in a blind rage. Then the phone cut out abruptly.

			‘One of her kids,’ said Morrow.

			‘Yeah. The English accent sounded posh, kind of drawly. Can’t be that common up here.’

			‘CCTV of the phone box in Central Station?’

			‘Asked for it and it’s on its way.’

			‘Good. Send me the audio of the call. Notify the chief’s office. They’ll set a meeting.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’ And then McGrain was gone.

			She shut the door and turned on her computer. It booted up slowly. She felt her customary cheerful serotonin spark, as she did every morning now, at the thought of following Roxanna Fuentecilla, but corrected her chemical self: there was no footage today. Roxanna was missing. She felt as if her favourite show had been cancelled.

			The case had become a soap opera for her, a story with a lot of money and super-good-looking people doing fun things and having arguments. Fuentecilla herself was hilariously argumentative. She was from Madrid, from a rich family who’d squandered a fortune. For a number of reasons, not all of them her fault, Fuentecilla had been left penniless and seemed to be trying to set up some sort of mysterious criminal scam involving seven million pounds of someone else’s money. She was supposed to be keeping a low profile but was always smashing jars in shops that incurred her wrath, shouting at her boyfriend in the supermarket or bawling in Spanish at other parents outside the school for parking irresponsibly. Her relationship with her live-in boyfriend was stormy; though not actually known to be violent, it seemed inevitable that it would be. Fuentecilla had issues in the area of dispute resolution. Still, seven million was serious money, suggesting she was working with serious people. Morrow shouldn’t have warm feelings about her.

			The desktop resolved onscreen. Doleful, she glanced at the fresh files of CCTV. She usually clicked on them first but there was no point today. Opening her email instead, she found the emergency call file already there. She plugged in her earphones, clicked and listened.

			It was a child’s voice, a posh English accent. They spoke calmly at first, the sound almost drowned out by the background hum of the station. When the operator asked them to spell ‘Roxanna Fuentecilla’ they did so fluently and gave her home address and postcode without hesitation.

			‘She’s been missing since yesterday morning,’ the caller said. ‘I’m worried she’s been killed or something.’ At the word ‘killed’ they faltered and were breathless for the rest of the call.

			The operator asked if the caller knew where Fuentecilla might have gone. ‘I don’t know . . . I don’t know where they’ve taken her.’

			The operator asked again, ‘Can you give me your name and address?’ But this time the caller hung up.

			Morrow felt sure it was one of the kids. She remembered the bakery incident. Not the boy, please not that wee boy.

			Police Scotland only went into the bakery to find out what had happened because Fuentecilla was taken from there to Accident and Emergency in an ambulance. Suspected broken ankle, really just a very bad sprain. Morrow and her team had watched the CCTV from behind the counter over and over, just for entertainment: mother and son coming in, boy cowed, mother furious, he must have done something very bad. Roxanna bought and paid for a Victoria sponge cake, pulled it out of the box and hit him in the face with it. Mother and son stood laughing at each other in the shop, bits of cake dropping off his cheeks onto the tiled floor. Then the boy wiped a big lump off his cheek and hit her back and she laughed so hard that she slipped on the cream-splattered tiles, fell over and hurt herself. Morrow thought of his cream-and-jam-smeared face, of laughter tears rolling down his cheeks. Not that wee boy, please.

			McGrain was at her office door. ‘We’ve got the film from Central. I can’t send it to you without compressing it, d’you want to just come and see?’

			‘Of course.’

			Like a lot of technical things Morrow didn’t really know what ‘compressing’ meant. She worried it might undermine her authority to keep on admitting it so she just followed him to his desk.
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			Boyd Fraser was chopping fresh mint leaves with a large twin-bladed mezzaluna. In Italy, mezzalunas were the tool of under-chefs with no knife skills but no one here knew that. In Helensburgh, a twee Scottish seaside town, the mezzaluna was a sophisticated novelty.

			Feeling himself watched by one particular customer in the café, Boyd chopped for longer than the mint needed, getting into the rolling rhythm, working the green mint oil into a large olivewood board. He wanted to look up and make sure the customer was really watching, but he didn’t. They might not be watching, might just have their face pointed in his direction. Anyway, he didn’t need their fucking approval to chuck a bowl of tabbouleh together.

			He knew a lot of people came to eat here, paid the high prices, because of what was implied by eating in the Paddle Café. Organic, local, farmers’ market. Nose-to-tail. Seasonal. All the hollow pro-words he used to give a fuck about. It was an underground movement when Boyd got into it. At one time he’d cared with the same fevered certainty his minister father had for his faith. Past heresy, his father used to say, was the present orthodoxy: the food revolutionaries now found themselves unwilling high priests of a bland new consensus.

			His wife, Lucy, got very drunk at a friend’s wedding once. Just before she threw up into a rhododendron bush that was older than her grandmother, she said that a café with a mission statement was utter bollocks. Boyd liked her that night. Not just loved her, he always loved her, but he really liked her. If they’d met for the first time that night he would have fallen in love with her, right there and then.

			The mission statement was printed on the Paddle menus. Even the takeaway menu had a mission statement on it. Bringing organic eggs blah blah blah. Supporting our local blah blah blah. He knew that the blah blah was their profit margin. Customers only paid five fifty for six eggs because of the blah blah.

			Boyd chanced a glance up. The watchful customer still had her eyes trained on him through the glass display case. An older woman, but everyone in this town was old. Sharp greying bob, cornflower-blue eyes, expensive sweater in mustard cashmere. She had a very long straight nose, pinched at the end. Her blue neck scarf was pinned with a Victorian brooch, opals and diamonds, inherited. She was smiling at him, her eyebrows raised in recognition. He didn’t know her.

			Taking their brief eye contact as a prompt, she stood up and sidled around a display crate of organic local seasonal tomatoes.

			‘Boyd. It’s Susan Grierson.’

			He reeled at the sound of her voice. ‘Miss Grierson? For goodness . . .’ He stumbled around the counter to her, a boy again, thrilled to see his old Akela from Scouts, his very first sailing instructor. He sandwiched her hand in both of his, wanted to hug her but knowing it would be too much. ‘You’re back!’

			‘I am,’ she said, the warmth of her smile meeting his. ‘My mother died.’ Boyd hadn’t heard that and he usually knew these things: the café was a hub of local news.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Me too. My father.’

			‘Your father? Well, that must have been a well-attended funeral.’ She meant his father’s congregation, not friends, certainly not family. In fact, the turn-out was poor. Most of them were very old. ‘My mother’s funeral was pitiful.’

			Miss Grierson looked tearfully at the floor, shaking a little, as if she had forced her mother to be old and lonely by going out into the world. Lots of people came back here after a death. Grief and dislocation took them all differently but everyone felt guilty. Sad and guilty. There was no use in it.

			Boyd tried to help her out of it. ‘So, where have you been living?’

			‘US. I was in the Hamptons for twenty years.’

			‘What’s that like?’

			‘Quite like Helensburgh, in fact. Lovely, gentle people. Changed a lot now, though.’ She looked sad but lilted her voice, as if trying to lever her mood. ‘Then London for a while.’ The sadness lingered, joined by what looked like wet-eyed anxiety. ‘So . . .’

			‘Well, I was in London too,’ said Boyd kindly. ‘Fifteen years. Glad to get out in the end?’ He was leaving it open for her to denounce London, as people who left it often did. It usually cheered them up but she didn’t take the bait.

			‘Where were you living in London, Boyd?’

			‘Crouch End.’

			‘I knew it!’ She smiled and looked around the Paddle’s interior. ‘Hamble and Hamble?’

			‘Ah.’ Boyd gave a cheeky grin. ‘You’ve found me out.’

			‘I knew it! I lived right next door in Highgate. When I walked in here I knew it was a copy. Because of the local produce oath on the menus.’

			‘I can picture you in Hambles’.’

			‘You even used the same colour of Farrow and Ball paint.’ She nodded at the walls. ‘Don’t they mind?’

			‘Well . . .’ He looked at the wooden shelving displaying retro-style olive oil drums, the tumbling basket of sourdough bread and the string of brown paper bags hanging from a bare nail hammered into the wall. ‘They don’t know. They would know if they came in but they won’t come in.’ Because no one came here – at least, no one Boyd was very interested in.

			‘I’m so glad to be back now, in time for the independence referendum . . .’

			Boyd knew then that she was just back. With three weeks until the vote no one else was glad. Those in favour of independence could hardly wait another minute, and the other side just wanted it to be over. Miss Grierson raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to say whether he was pro or anti. Boyd didn’t. He ran a business, for fuck’s sake. He couldn’t afford to take a public position and alienate customers on the other side. He raised his eyebrows back at her and she changed the subject:

			‘And I was so pleased when I saw you did gluten-free bread . . .’ Miss Grierson got that look in her eye then, a look of mild martyrdom Boyd recognised as the presage to the biography of an allergy. He zoned out on the details but she seemed to be hitting all the narrative points.

			‘. . . found I wasn’t actually coeliac but certainly had a very strong reaction . . .’

			Boyd’s mind wandered again. He was thinking about giving up the gluten-free range. A big Waitrose had opened nearby and they did it cheaper. He didn’t want to have to listen to this story three times a day any more. ‘Allergy bastards’, he called them, in his head and to Lucy. ‘Allergy bastards bought all the bread today,’ he’d say while they were watching telly. Or, ‘Had to chuck all the gluten-free out because not enough allergy bastards came in.’ They didn’t seem able to buy the stuff without telling him about their Damascene journey. He’d spotted a gap in the market. It didn’t mean he wanted to keep a chart of their colon function.

			Miss Grierson had stopped talking. She looked at him quizzically, sensing his disengagement.

			‘So,’ he said, ‘how long have you been back, Miss Grierson?’

			She hesitated, probably meaning to tell him to call her Susan, but decided not to, for some reason. ‘Recently – going through her things.’

			‘Sad?’

			She looked sad. ‘No. She was very old. A lot to do in the house, though. Garden’s a mess.’

			The Griersons’ garden was a huge lot in the middle of town, three quarters of an acre. A small estate really. He used to pass it on adolescent runs in the summer. Giant Scots pines with trunks the colour of ginger snaps. A hundred-foot lawn and a big walled vegetable garden at the back. He had been passing again recently, out running or walking Jimbo, but the walls were high and even the hedge breaks were overgrown. He couldn’t see in any more.

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘you’ll know that most of those big gardens have been sectioned and sold off for new builds. Bear that in mind when you’re selling—’

			‘Oh, I’m not selling. I’m moving back.’

			Boyd smiled. ‘I’ve moved back.’

			‘We’re all moving back, aren’t we? The old pack.’

			‘Seems that way. I see a lot of old faces in here.’

			She touched his elbow in a comradely manner – ‘Our age . . .’ Though he was only thirty-five, younger than her by a good fifteen years.

			Suddenly conscious of all that needed to be done before lunch, Boyd let his weight shift to his back foot, moving behind the counter. ‘Do you still sail?’

			‘No, our boathouse is empty now. Mother sold them when I left for the States.’

			‘We have a boat, if you’d like to go out?’  The offer was no sooner out of his mouth than he wished it back. He saw her eyes widen, wonder, file the invitation away for possible use later. Boyd didn’t sail for company. He was dreading his boys being old enough to go out with him.

			‘Maybe, another time,’ she said. ‘Thanks, Boyd, it’s kind of you.’

			He wanted to change the subject. ‘Were you an Akela out in the States?’

			‘No,’ she said. ‘I gave it up when I moved. I loved it, though, while I did it. Gave me real confidence.’

			‘Leader of the pack?’

			‘I’m not much of a leader, but, you know.’ She warmed at the memory. ‘It gave me such courage just to go off and do things. Super thing for a young woman to have, that confidence. Good for me. My mother made me do it because I didn’t go to uni with my friends, you know, “Do something, Susan!” ’ Miss Grierson launched into a dull reminiscence about her mother giving her advice and how it was good advice or something, but Boyd wasn’t listening any more. He picked up the mezzaluna again, holding it loosely with one hand. It was a prompt to her, to say goodbye, but she was talking without heeding the listener, rolling through a story to please herself, the way old people did.

			Boyd raised the mezzaluna slowly, waiting until the end of the story. She got there, looked at the knife and then around the shop.

			‘So,’ she said vaguely, ‘d’you have a job for me?’

			Very American. Forthright and unembarrassed. Quite unattractive.

			‘You can’t need the money?’ He looked at the teenage waitresses on the floor and dropped his voice to a murmur. ‘Miss Grierson, the money I pay is crap.’

			She smiled. ‘Call me Susan, please. No, but I need to do something. I can’t bear the thought of working in a charity shop. The people in them are all my age. I like a mix.’

			Boyd grinned at her: every second shop in the town was a charity shop. They were staffed by retired people volunteering for a few hours a week. Most of their stock came from post-mortem house clearances and the ring of old folk’s homes that circled the town, ornaments and personal effects the families didn’t want back, after.

			He leaned in and whispered, ‘It’s the half-dead selling the knick-knacks of the dead to the almost dead.’

			They both tittered, she with shock at his maliciousness, he with discomfort. He’d said it often but he wished he hadn’t said it now. It was quite nasty, and she was decent, so it mattered.

			‘That’s what people call it here, anyway.’ He was lying. The line was his.

			She looked uncomfortable. ‘It’s a bit mean!’

			Boyd pretended to think about it for the first time. ‘Actually, it is a bit mean. I could do with a hand tomorrow evening, if you’re free?’

			She seemed disconcerted by that and looked around the café. ‘Are you open in the evenings?’

			‘No. We’re catering a dinner dance at the Victoria Halls. Charity. Raising money for a children’s hospice. I need someone to stand with a clipboard and mark off the tables as they get served, time it so that no one is waiting too long between courses. Think you can do that?’

			He saw her fingers close over the edge of an imaginary clipboard. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think I can manage that, yes.’

			‘Righto, Miss Grierson. Be here at five thirty, then. And wear black.’

			‘Please, Boyd, call me Susan.’

			‘No,’ he said firmly, ‘I like “Miss Grierson”.’
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			In the van, driving back.

			Tommy and Iain were heading out of the wild, back to Helensburgh on a road that cut through chocolate-box Scotland. On high, rugged hills mist clung to the lochans and rain blackened the stone cliffs.

			Iain had a barb in his throat. The lassie, the dead lassie, her breath was stuck in there, a cough about to happen. Why did she go with them? What did she think was going to happen? Iain felt the catch in his throat throb and tighten, as if she was trying to explain to him. He tried to reason himself out of the mood. This is a good thing, he told himself. It was done now and the debt paid. But it didn’t shift the contamination deep in the core of him.

			‘You’re very quiet.’  Tommy accelerated on a sharp turn, making the chassis of the old van groan. ‘Did that do your head in?’ A smile was tugging at the corner of his mouth.

			Tommy got a wild buzz from acting like a gangster but he wasn’t one. He’d never been in prison. Iain knew what he would have been like: cowering in his cell at association, hand-washing some thug’s underpants in return for protection.

			Iain had done long time. He was always weight for a bigger man and had done his time with dignity. He’d been out for eight months now but he still had the head of a passman. Passman: a prisoner trusted to dole out cleaning products and pens. The passman was halfway between screws and prisoners. They were the moral compromise that kept the whole system working, the vilified keepers of order. Everyone felt superior to them, Iain knew that, but everyone colluded in the compromise because everyone wanted something.

			Keeping order didn’t include killing a woman. That was a different thing.

			‘Did it?’ said Tommy. ‘Do your nut in?’

			Iain shook his head.

			‘Here, she won’t just wash up on the beach outside the kiddie rides at Loch Lomond Shores, will she?’

			She wouldn’t. Loch Lomond was a mile deep in some places. There was nowhere to go but down. Sailors without life-vests, swimmers and weekend canoeists got sucked under by the eddies and were paralysed by the cold from the deep water. They didn’t come up for weeks. Sometimes they never came up.

			Iain looked at his hands. Her blood was watery on his cuffs, under his nails. It was one of the few bits of concrete advice Sheila ever gave him and he’d forgotten it when it mattered. Salt water lifts blood, only salt water. It was a fresh-water loch.

			After they dropped her over the side of the boat, Iain looked at his bloody hands. He wanted to be clean and plunged his hands into the water. He had expected warmth, the sensation of putting his hands under a duvet on a cold winter morning, but the water was scaldingly cold. He yanked his burning hands back out, contracted into claws, and stood, panting with shock, bloody water running down his forearms. His hands looked unfamiliar, like someone else’s. And now his cuffs were drying in the heat of the van, turning crusty.

			They drove on, passing a Waitrose lorry.

			‘I was in that Waitrose. Don’t know what all the fuss is about.’ Tommy was determined to chat. ‘You coming to the dinner dance?’

			Iain looked at him.

			‘Tomorrow night?’ Tommy licked the corner of his mouth, keeping his eyes on the road. ‘Got your ticket?’

			Iain nodded.

			The Children’s Hospice Dinner Dance. Iain had forgotten. He did have a ticket. Everyone had a ticket. Mark Barratt made it clear everyone had to go. He wanted everyone to attend because his niece wasn’t well and it was a good cause. Wee Paul, Mark’s second, nagged and nagged until everyone could prove they’d bought a ticket. They did whatever Mark wanted. Mark wasn’t going. He was away in Barcelona while the deed with the woman got done. Alibi. Privilege of management, he said.

			‘Hey, you thought about “Yes” yet? “Bairns not Bombs”, eh? Thought about that?’ Tommy was forever trying to bring up the independence referendum, pushing ‘Yes’. The naval base nearby meant there were nuclear bombs barely a mile down the coast. The independence camp had vowed to get rid of them and spend all the money on nurseries or something.

			‘That’s what we’re about. The future. Hope, yeah?’

			Iain nodded. He just agreed with everyone. He’d never voted. He wasn’t registered. Mark said they were all to vote against it. He said independence would interfere with his business in Europe.

			‘Ye not talking, buddy?’

			Iain didn’t say anything. He was so low he wasn’t sure he could speak.

			‘Ach, well, you’re maybe just tired.’

			Just tired. It was weird that Tommy chose that phrase, said it the way Sheila used to. Iain wasn’t thinking about her, exactly, but he felt as if he’d just been about to. It was stupid, what he’d thought the woman said, but it was as if Sheila was determined to come back into his head and this time she did it through Tommy.

			Just tired.

			When Iain was young, if he came in with bloody fists, or a sore face, or a bag of something he had no business having and he didn’t want to tell her what or why, she always said maybe he was ‘just tired’ and made him a wee cup of tea.

			Sheila died so young he didn’t have the time to think of her as anything but his mother. The only time he ever thought of her as a person in her own right, as having anything that wasn’t him or about him, was as he stood in the pew at her cremation. Some guy was talking about Jesus. Not a priest, though that’s what she would have wanted. Behind closed red curtains a squeaky wheel signalled the lowering of her coffin. Iain wondered what would happen to the metal plates in her head. What temperature would they cremate her body at? Would it melt the metal or would it just burn everything else around it? He imagined the skull they were attached to melting like butter in a pan and the plates collapsing towards each other, tired sides on a house. Just tired.

			Metal plates in her head and jaw. The guy who hit her wasn’t Iain’s dad, he was just some guy. Early in her life, Sheila declared herself unlucky in love and then went on to pick arsehole after arsehole.

			Every time Iain met a new one, even if the guy seemed nice or gave him sweets, he knew that they would turn out to be an arsehole. There was one guy who tried to touch him, and Iain didn’t have the words to tell but Sheila worked it out somehow. She told the local heavies and they broke the man’s arms and ankles. He never came back to the town. Heavies were heroes to Iain. They were order and justice to him. They were the Passmen of Outside.

			Iain was allowed to visit her in hospital after the plates were fitted. Her head was bandaged, her jaws wired. She sat up in the bed, unable to speak. Iain was exactly seven years and three months old. He knew that for sure because, much later, a lawyer in some case brought it up as a plea in mitigation – ‘severe head injury’. Seven years and three months when the social worker brought him to the intensive care ward and stood at the door to the room, watching to make sure he was OK, not too frightened by the machines or Sheila’s bandages and her wired-up jaw. Iain was fine with it. He was only there to show off to the other foster kids. He had a parent who wanted to see him and they didn’t need social work supervision for visits. His mum didn’t want to hit him. His mum really liked him and could make food and dinners and clean his clothes and everything. The other kids in the foster home were spitting with envy.

			Sheila’s eyes brimmed with joy at the sight of him, and Iain ran over to her bedside. She couldn’t talk. She held up a hand, warning him not to touch her face or head. She rolled her eyes to show him it was sore: Oooof! She made the noise with her throat because she couldn’t move her lips or tongue. Then she smiled with her eyes to show it was OK. Iain hugged her toes, staying as far away from her head as he could. He squeezed her toes and kissed them through the rough hospital blankets and Sheila watched him and crinkled her eyes to show him that she liked it. Then her eyes invited him to sit on the bed with her and cuddle in and watch the telly and he did. He lay his head on her belly and she stroked his hair with lazy fingers and he listened, half to the giggle of her guts, half to the news on the telly.

			After, when the wires were taken out, Sheila stayed not talking much. She shrugged, what is there to say? She had a point.

			Iain looked out of the van window at the massive hills, the snowcaps and the veils of mist, hearing Sheila’s guts giggling in one ear and Tommy’s nasal breathing in the other.

			‘I’ll bang some tunes on, then,’ said Tommy, a bit huffy that Iain wasn’t for talking. He touched the play button and Fiddy’s ‘I’m Supposed to Die Tonight’ filled the cabin. The bass made the ill-fitting windows buzz. Tommy bobbed his head to the beat.

			Iain recognised that this wasn’t new. He had felt this before, this distance from the world. It reminded him of Andrew Cole, because he’d been there, then. Iain and Andrew were in prison together and had nothing in common. Andrew was posh and read all the time but he said a nice thing to Iain at a time when it mattered. You’ll be all right. Just try and act normal. A kindness in a time of despair. The words and the tenderness stayed with Iain, a prison tattoo, ink in a ragged cut.

			Just act normal. He heard the music and tried to follow the sequence of the melody, but he was off the beat, jerking his head out of time, as if he was rehearsing smashing his face on the dashboard. He stopped, distracted by a tiny shift: the barb was gone from his throat. She had moved down, deep down into the dark. There was nowhere to go but down. But she wasn’t paralysed by the cold. He felt her move, uncoiling in the dark spaces.

			Face to the window so Tommy couldn’t see, Iain shut his brimming eyes and shrugged a shoulder, resigned. She was going to bite her way out through his chest. She would be the death of him but he didn’t care. The debt was paid and he was spent. Save him the bother of doing it himself.

		

	
		
			 

			5

			Central Station had sent two footage files, both an hour and a half long. McGrain had scrolled through both to 7:03:32 a.m., ten seconds before the call came through. He pulled up the first. A very wide shot of the concourse and five platforms, with the bank of phone boxes in the bottom right-hand corner of the screen. Obscuring the view of the phones was an out-of-focus forest of what looked like erect grey pipe cleaners. Morrow squinted at them.

			‘What is that?’

			McGrain touched the screen. ‘Unfortunate. Anti-pigeon spikes. Stop them landing. They’re all furry with dust from the station.’

			‘Is the other one a better shot?’

			‘Pointing in the wrong direction.’

			‘I’m so hoping this isn’t the wee cake-guy,’ she said quietly.

			McGrain nodded heavily. ‘God, me too.’

			They stood still for a moment, smiling sadly at the screen as they each remembered the mother and the child and the cake and the contagious silent laughter. Morrow was the first to pull herself out of it. She pointed at the screen. ‘Come on, then.’

			McGrain clicked play.

			A grainy smear of movement, people walking, standing facing the giant information screen. The image was grey but for orange beacon lights flashing on a mobility cart in the distance. The camera was pinned above the entrance to a shop.

			A small figure in a dark green parka, fur-trimmed hood up, walked in from the bottom right. They went straight to a phone box, picked up the handset and dropped a coin in. The person they were looking for had dialled the free emergency number so Morrow wasn’t sure it was their caller, but then the hooded figure reached into the slot for a returned coin. They were talking into the handset.

			‘Teenager,’ said Morrow, looking at the skinny-leg grey jeans under the baggy parka.

			‘Teenage boy,’ said McGrain, pointing at the back pockets sagging halfway down his legs.

			The caller was getting agitated, looking left, stepping from foot to foot. They hung up suddenly, at 07:04:09, exact to the second for the audio time. They hesitated, hand resting on the receiver, and then scurried off, head down under the hood as if they were crying.

			McGrain pressed pause and they both looked at the screen. It was hard to tell if it was the boy. They didn’t really know how tall he was and they’d never heard his voice. It sounded more like a girl but the jeans seemed boyish.

			The second file of footage showed the same action but was less in focus.

			‘Did you ask for other cam views?’ said Morrow. ‘Maybe we can get the face?’

			‘I know one of the guys over there, he checked the three exits in that direction. Found them leaving, hood still up. Got in a waiting taxi but we can’t read the reg.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Camera hood’s broken. It’s hanging in front of the lens.’

			Morrow nodded. ‘Typical.’

			It had to be the cake-boy. They couldn’t see his face but Roxanna had a teenage boy and a teenage boy had called them. They should go speak to the kids immediately but they couldn’t. They couldn’t do anything. They needed permission.

			‘PINAD,’ said McGrain.

			Morrow nodded. ‘Fucking PINAD.’

			She went back to her office to await instructions, pending the chief superintendent’s office getting in and bothering to call her. She felt miserable and wanted to check the CCTV anyway, even though she knew Roxanna wasn’t on it. She wondered why she was so involved with this woman, wondered if Roxanna was filling a space in her head that Danny usually filled.

			Danny McGrath was Morrow’s half-brother. He was a well-known and feared Glasgow gangster until he was sentenced to eight years for conspiracy to commit murder. Morrow didn’t think he was funny or sweet or strangely admirable, not the way she thought about Fuentecilla, but he did preoccupy her to the same degree. Once or twice a day Danny came into her mind and Fuentecilla had started to fill those spaces. One big similarity, she realised, was her feeling of impotence about both of them. She wasn’t even allowed to brief the PINAD team on the woman’s disappearance until she had word from on high. She busied herself with duty forms and background files for other cases, waiting.

			The PINAD case began six months ago and four hundred miles away with a fishing exercise. The Met were monitoring a boozy Park Lane charity auction for money-laundering activities. It was a good place to look for ostentatious spending: rich people showing off to other rich people in a drinking environment. The Met’s curiosity was piqued when a barman and his unemployed girlfriend paid sixty-four thousand pounds for Cabinet – a Larkin & Son’s Design Icon. The PINAD incident room had a picture of it on the wall. According to the description in the auction catalogue it was handcrafted rosewood, inlaid with walnut and ebony marquetry, made by master craftsmen. Sixty-four grand’s worth of ugly wall unit, as far as Morrow was concerned.

			The Met began a minimal investigation into the couple. They found that the boyfriend, Robin Walker, worked as a barman in a private dining club in Belgravia. Roxanna Fuentecilla had no income. She had no inheritance. She had never worked.

			Robin Walker was not the children’s father. He had moved in with Roxanna Fuentecilla just over a year ago, following a whirlwind romance. Their natural father, Miguel Vicente, came from an absurdly wealthy Ecuadorian family. Three years ago he left the family home with an overnight bag and flew back home to Ecuador. A month later he married a fellow absurdly rich Ecuadorian: she had a plastic surgery ski-jump nose and a zoo in her garden. Pictured in an online society magazine, the couple were a bizarre sight for Scottish eyes: their teeth looked as if they had stolen them from a child, both had their eyebrows plucked, both had shiny, line-free skin. Vicente stopped supporting Roxanna and the kids a month after he left.

			Robin Walker was handsome, directionless and in his late twenties. He lived with his new family in a serviced flat in Belgravia. Despite their straitened circumstances, they wintered in St Lucia. Roxanna continued to educate her children alongside ambassadors’ kids at an exclusive central London Spanish-speaking school. Sensing money, the Met investigation grew.

			The incomeless couple were seen in the company of a Colombian attaché and his wife. Checking back, Maria and Juan Pinzón Arias had paid for the table of ten at the charity auction, Robin and Roxanna had been their guests, but the wealthy couple bid on none of the items themselves.

			The Arias children were at the same Spanish school as Roxanna’s. The four kids weren’t known to be friends, they were in different years, but Maria and Roxanna became very close very suddenly. Roxanna travelled often with Maria Arias, usually on overnight stays to Barcelona, a known distribution point for cocaine. Smuggling was suspected. On their third trip the Met investigators compared the airline’s weight of Roxanna’s luggage on the way out (twenty-three kilos) and on the way back (thirty-three kilos). The differential was suspiciously precise.

			Maria Arias was using a diplomatic bag which could be neither searched nor weighed. The investigation grew again, serious now because of the diplomatic implications.

			Like Roxanna, Juan Pinzón Arias also had money that could not be explained. He bought cars with cash. He bought three flats in central London in his mother’s name, all in the same block of foreign investment flats. The Met were moving in, swift and hungry for a proceeds-of-crime bonanza. They’d get to keep a percentage of whatever they found. Every police force needed that sort of money. It looked like fifty or sixty million net, estimated from the iceberg tip they could see above the waterline.

			Then, abruptly, in the middle of a school term, Robin and Roxanna packed up and moved to Glasgow. With no capital, Roxanna Fuentecilla bought a viable insurance business for a peppercorn sum. The nominal amount suggested an off-the-books payment. She arrived with seven million pounds of investment money, transferred from a string of Cayman Island companies. It would take months of document recovery and tracing to prove legally, but the original account was in Maria Arias’s name. 

			Police Scotland took over the surveillance and began to covet the Fuentecilla slice of the case.

			Met investigators speculated that the insurance company was engaged in fraudulent claims but Morrow couldn’t see Fuentecilla going from suspected cocaine smuggling in London to insurance fraud in an unfamiliar city. That was a career-criminal move and she certainly wasn’t that. The Met had a theory that Arias and his wife were trying to distance Roxanna, something had gone wrong. That explanation seemed wrong to Morrow as well, but no one wanted her input.

			Paul Tailor, the brand new chief constable of the brand new Scotland-wide police service was an ex-Met man. He had taken a personal interest in the case. All developments were to be reported directly to his second in command, Deputy Chief Constable Hughes. DCC Hughes channelled the chief’s voice as surely as a soundboard and he had made it very clear to everyone involved that, whatever happened, he did not want them to cock up in front of his old comrades. Her chief inspector had taken this to heart: no one would be using their initiative on this but they might well take the blame. They understood the implication: Police Scotland were the chief constable’s stagehands but not his audience. Among themselves officers began to refer to the investigation as P.I.N.A.D. ‘Are you on that PINAD case?’ ‘Pass that onto the PINAD team’. The acronym stood for ‘Prove I’m Not A Dick’.

			A month after Walker and Fuentecilla moved to Glasgow, Morrow’s instincts were proved right: the Arias couple weren’t trying to distance themselves. Juan Pinzón Arias, short, lumpish, and his wife Maria, tiny and as elegant as a dragonfly, flew into Glasgow International on a private charter plane and spent a night at an exclusive Loch Lomond hotel, fifteen miles north of the city. Walker and Fuentecilla drove up to meet them, dressed in full regalia. The local cops kept an eye and reported a meal for four in a private dining room. The drinks bill came to almost three grand. Someone liked their whisky old and overpriced.

			Looking at the bill for the meal, Morrow knew she was right: the Colombians weren’t sidelining Fuentecilla and Walker. Roxanna had been sent here to do a job. The question was, what.

			Her desk phone rang. She watched it for a moment, thinking swear words in a long unbroken stream.

			The deputy chief constable’s PA ordered her to come into Pitt Street right now. The deputy head of the entire country’s police force was holding a meeting about a missing woman.

			PINAD.
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