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            CHAPTER ONE

            Mr Beeswax

         

         ‘Hello, emergency service operator, which service? … Emergency service operator, do you require fire, police, or ambulance? … Hello? … Is there someone there? … How can I help you? … Hello, is there—’

         ‘Aye, aye. I’m here.’

         ‘Hello, sir. What is the nature of your emergency? … Sir? I need you to tell me—’

         ‘Well, if you’d just shut up for a minute maybe I would tell you, wouldn’t I?’

         ‘Angie, I think it’s Mr Beeswax.’

         ‘What’s that? Who’re you talkin’ to there?’

         ‘Nothing, Mr … uh, sir. I was just consulting my colleague. How can I help you tonight?’

         ‘I’ll tell you how you can help me … I just, eh. What is it now?’

         ‘Sir, could I start by taking your name please?’

         ‘Don’t interrupt me. Ach, I’ve gone and lost my train of … Didn’t your mother teach you not to interrupt people? It’s rude. Ach, where was I now?’

         ‘Sorry, sir. But your name please? I need to log the call and I need your—’

         ‘My name? I’ll tell you what my name is, it’s none of your bloody beeswax, that’s what my name is.’

         ‘Thank you, sir. I’ll log that for you. Now what is it we can do for you tonight? You have something you’d like to report I assume?’

         ‘Are you laughing? I can hear you laughing. Your little pal beside you, too.’

         ‘No, no. Not laughing, sir. We’d never do that. What is it you’d like to report Mr Bees … eh, sir?’

         ‘You are laughin’. I can hear ye and whoever it is you’re with. I can hear them an’ all.’

         ‘Sir, I can assure you, there is nobody laughing here. Now what is it today, sir? Theft of a yeti, perhaps? Has another monster been assaulted?’

         ‘You are takin’ the piss. I bloody knew it. And what do ye mean again? I’ve never called you before in my life, ya cheeky wee—’

         ‘Now, now sir. No need for any bad language. What is it to be? Aliens in the park? Armed robbery of a—’

         ‘He’s butchered him. He’s bloody butchered him and dumped him in a damned ditch.’

         ‘… Uh …’

         ‘Cut his eyes out, so he has. What kind of a monster could … Cut his eyes out?’

         ‘Sir, what exactly are we talking about here? … Sir, are you still there? … Sir, are you still on the line?’

         ‘Cut his eyes—’

         ‘Sir? Hello? No, he’s gone.’

         
             

         

         ‘That’s it. He just hung up after that. What do you think?’ DS Cunningham swept the mouse to the top right of his computer screen and closed the window.

         Alyson Kane rubbed at her arm where goosebumps had formed. ‘That got pretty dark, pretty quick. What are we listening to?’

         ‘A treble-nine call, obviously. The DCI wants it looked into.’

         ‘It’s a bit … unprofessional. Don’t you think?’

         DS Cunningham laughed. ‘It is a bit. I’d hate to be the poor sod who handled that call. If he’d thought for a second it was going to be studied in connection to a murder case, he would have stuck to the script, for sure.’

         Alyson lifted one of the Starbucks coffees she’d placed on the table in front of them and sipped. Her train had been late this morning, therefore so was she, and rather than run to McNair Street Police Station, she’d allowed a few more minutes of tardy timekeeping to bring her sergeant a placating gesture. Coffee never failed. When he stopped her in the corridor, she thought perhaps this trick had been played one too many times, but he hadn’t seemed to have noticed the time and ushered her into his office to play her the recording of the call.

         ‘So, what’s the story, boss? Is this to do with the Bradley case?’ she asked, pointing at the MP3 file in the folder on the screen.

         ‘I’ll tell you in the car. This coming in has reminded the DCI that it’s been a while since we updated the family and you and I have drawn the short straw,’ he said, standing up.

         Alyson’s heart sank. If this wasn’t the worst part of the job, she didn’t ever want to see what beat it. She followed Duncan through the enormous room on the third floor of McNair Police Station, which was empty but for a few lone DCs typing away at terminals. Outside, she dropped herself into the passenger seat of the unmarked Ford, clutching her coffee to her like a safety blanket. She prayed he’d be doing the talking this time. During the last visit he’d left it to her and she’d stumbled over her words and tortured herself by playing a constant loop of it in her mind for days afterwards.

         ‘So, this recording …’ she prompted him, once they’d joined traffic.

         ‘Right, well, this guy, he’s a frequent crank caller. Or maybe not a crank, more confused. Mr Beeswax, as they called him, phones in maybe once every other month. They traced it to a care home out in Edinburgh. He calls in at crazy hours of the night, reporting outlandish things. He’s clearly senile. The call handlers are bored to tears at that hour and I suppose they were just have a bit of fun with him. Unprofessional, but harmless, really.’

         ‘Until now. It’s the eyes thing, I suppose?’

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘And the DCI wants me to look into it?’ A jolt of euphoria surged through her, displacing the dread of updating the family and making her feel a little lightheaded.

         ‘She does, yes. But Alyson, don’t get excited. The thing is, that call you listened to is from March.’

         ‘What? You’re kidding.’

         ‘I’m afraid not. Three full weeks before Callum’s murder.’

         The euphoria in Alyson’s chest dropped into her stomach, morphing through disappointment into something more resembling irritation. She took a moment before she spoke; counting to ten, her mum called it. ‘Then what’s the point? I’m assuming Mr Beeswax, or whatever his name is, isn’t considered a suspect, or even a witness. Why this? Why me?’

         She could hear the petulance in her voice, despite her best intentions. But Duncan Cunningham was one of the good ones; he was three years before his retirement and so had long since given up on any career advancement. In Alyson’s experience, you remove ambition from a gaffer and you end up with a level-headed one. They’re the ones you can rely on to help you with your career. There’s no competition, no games. Along with the ladder-climbing, he’d also given up on his appearance a bit. He had no problem wearing the same shirt and tie combination four days in a row. He was bald across the majority of his head, with a Caesar’s laurel of hair remaining which he allowed to grow, bucking the middle-aged shave-it-all trend and so making him look older than his fifty-eight years.

         He was silent as he negotiated a roundabout, then took the exit for Rickerburn, before addressing her again: ‘It’s desperation, that’s what it is. The DCI’s feeling the pressure and you know as well as I do that shit rolls downhill. Twelve weeks with no tangible leads, suspects or witnesses and she’s getting … creative … in the face of some tricky questions from above. That’s what I think.’

         ‘But this could be looked into by anyone. It’ll take all of an afternoon. Why not get uniform on it?’ Alyson unfolded her arms, conscious of how much like a sulking teenager she must look.

         Duncan turned to her, exhaling. ‘You want some advice?’

         ‘That’s rhetorical, right?’

         ‘Of course it is. Look, just go with it, and do it with a grateful smile on your face. You remember what the incident room looked like last month?’

         ‘It was going like a fair.’

         ‘Every spare detective, pro-active team member and a small army of uniform all queueing to get five minutes on a computer terminal. Now you have your pick from dozens. They’re scaling this back big time, but for the moment, you’re still involved. Don’t give them an excuse to send you back to interviewing plebs for housebreakings. Go do this and don’t rush back. Get some local help and stay involved.’

         He had a point. A good one. The day after a dog walker had discovered the mutilated remains of ten-year-old Callum Bradley – his body dumped at the side of an old open-cast mine, his eyes … God, Alyson never wanted to see those photographs again – they had set up the dedicated Major Incident room. The day she’d entered, it had seemed small and ridiculously crowded. Alyson had been rescued from a housebreaking team to which she’d been seconded to for three months, but which had stretched into a tedious seven months. What was she complaining about? All the things she’d been tasked with had been pretty mundane. Collect CCTV here, log productions there; but now she was working a murder.

         ‘OK,’ she said. ‘Where is this old weirdo?’

         ‘North Edinburgh. I’ll email you the details. You know anyone out there?’

         Alyson laughed humourlessly. ‘Actually, I do. A community sergeant who works out that way. And he owes me. Owes me big.’

         They pulled up to the house and Alyson drew a long breath before she pushed the car door open and stepped onto the kerb.

         
             

         

         It was Mrs Bradley who answered when they knocked, though she barely looked to see who she was opening the door to. She was in the same semi-catatonic state she’d been in each time Alyson had seen her. Mrs Bradley shuffled back along the hall. Alyson allowed Duncan to go ahead of her.

         Mr Bradley sat at the kitchen table. His beard was new, his trembling hands were not, as he reached out to shake Duncan’s hand. Alyson felt wretched about the initial weeks of the investigation when he had been treated as a suspect, though mercifully ruled out after an air-tight alibi, and from prints and DNA samples he freely gave.

         Alyson stood in the corner of the kitchen while Duncan uttered phrases they all had come to know so well and said nothing: ‘Investigation is ongoing’, ‘pursuing several leads’, ‘working around the clock.’ She faced the floor and willed it to be over.

         Mrs Bradley was sobbing in another room.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            Morgan’s Case

         

         ‘I’m really sorry about this, Sarge.’

         ‘Don’t apologise, Cathy. Listen, I’ve worked with plenty of officers who’d go off sick if their budgie sneezed, and you’re not one of them. You’ve a chronic problem and you need to look after yourself. You hear me?’

         Cathy sniffed on the other end of the line and confirmed she understood, her voice breaking with emotion.

         ‘Thanks for ringing me, but you didn’t need to do that. Now call the HR line to let them know and then you rest up. I’ll manage your cases. Give my best to that family of yours.’

         ‘Thanks, Sarge. Really.’

         I felt bad for her. Cathy was the senior constable on my small team and a good cop. It wasn’t unexpected, not really. I’d been watching her throw back pills like smarties for weeks and had once watched her from the first-floor window as she tried to exit her police vehicle. It had taken her two attempts in as many minutes.

         I was well aware of her back issues. It was a smash a few years ago during a pursuit when she was with the Traffic Unit. A lesser officer would have pursued a claim against Police Scotland, if not for compensation, then at least for early retirement with full benefits. Not Cathy. She loved the job, even after twenty-something years. Her enthusiasm was as obvious as it was infectious, which made her an ideal tutor constable. Joining the Community Policing Team was supposed to be a way of easing her back into service. I’d immediately taken to her when I’d joined the team three months ago.

         I laid down the phone and walked through to the canteen which consisted of a table large enough to sit eight, a few armchairs and a TV/DVD combination job in the corner. A small bookshelf sat beside it, devoted almost exclusively to Stephen King paperbacks and movies. Cathy’s shiny new probationer was sitting at the table, at work and ready to go half an hour early, as I expected. He was clicking away at his mechanical pencil, trying to find the right length of nib to, no doubt, faithfully record that he was ‘on duty’ in his notebook. Which reminded me, I hadn’t even opened my own in over a week. I’d find time to go back over it and fill in the days missed: day and date, time on duty, time off duty. A bit silly, but we all knew of at least one officer who had been requested to hand over their notebook to a procurator fiscal depute at court after a bad showing in the box. It’s a disciplinary offence to have holes in the recording of your notebook. Probationers tend to it like a sick pet, whereas those with service, more like a distant relative. Seriously, walk into a waiting room in any court in the land and you’ll find a clutch of cops frantically back-filling months of non-entries; especially the ones who wear suits and generally live in pads of witness-statement paper rather than their little black books.

         ‘Morgan.’

         ‘Sarge,’ he said, dropping his pencil on the table. He chased after it and knocked his notebook onto the floor. He reached for it with a long, thin arm.

         ‘You’re with me today.’

         ‘Yes, Sarge.’

         ‘It’s all right, relax. Sit down and finish your drink. Muster in twenty minutes.’

         The boy was on his feet, it was difficult to think of him as anything else. He was twenty-four, I knew from his file, but he was still filling out. His body armour gave the false impression of some bulk, but you could see from his long, thin limbs that he could benefit with putting on a few pounds. He was fidgeting and trying to stuff his notebook away, almost toppling over his can of Fanta. Was I as awkward and nervous when I started? Probably.

         At 2 p.m. my small team assembled in my office. The shift officers mustered in the canteen, but with just the five of us – four, now that Cathy was off – it didn’t seem necessary.

         Vikram and Mandy had been working together for over a year and I didn’t see any point in breaking that up. They cleared their cases and produced a decent amount of pro-active work and that reflected well on the department as a whole. If it ain’t broke … So, I decided I’d work with Morgan, at least for today. Besides, it was about time. I’d never worked a full shift with him and his evaluation was due in a few months’ time. Good opportunity to see what he was made of.

         ‘Two car break-ins were reported overnight in Pilton. Day shift were apparently too busy to deal with it, so I’m afraid it’s dropped to us. Or rather – to you,’ I said and handed over the printout to Mandy. She had eighteen years’ service, Vikram just nine, which put Mandy in charge. An unwritten rule in policing. Strictly speaking all constables are the same rank, but that’s not how it works in practical terms. Ask lanky, fresh-out-the-box Morgan here to give Mandy an order and just see what happens.

         ‘This is happening just a wee bit too often, Sarge. The shift dumping stuff on us, I mean,’ said Vikram.

         ‘Agreed. I’m going to have a word with their sergeant, but you know what it’s like, how they view us community officers.’ There was a grumble of agreement. ‘And if you get a chance, could you get out by Muirhouse, by the golf course, been a few complaints about off-road bikes.’

         ‘Will do, Sarge,’ said Mandy, and she and Vikram set off.

         ‘So, what would Cathy have had you doing today?’ I asked Morgan.

         ‘Actually, we were going to follow up on a fraud case. It’s a bit of a mess, so it is.’ Morgan was from Northern Ireland and had a thick accent. The ‘so it is’ came out as a single word – soadis.

         ‘You can explain on the way. I forget, have you had your driving course yet?’

         ‘Not yet, Sarge, no.’

         Bollocks, I thought. I was never fond of driving for an entire shift. It drained the energy from you. Even though you need to have a full driving licence to even apply to the police, they wouldn’t let you near the wheel of a police vehicle until you’d passed a week-long driving course. A torturous week that I wouldn’t fully describe to the lad. No point in scaring him, he’d just have to find out for himself.

         
             

         

         It was a fine afternoon. That is to say, it wasn’t raining. I pulled the car out of the Drylaw office and turned left while Morgan fished through his notebook for details of this case he was working on.

         North Edinburgh, our beat, took in very contrasting corners of the city. The northern border was easily delineated by the Firth of Forth and confined areas such as Granton and Newhaven. Not particularly affluent areas of the city, but not the worst. The East border was Leith and was a whole thing in itself. However, we were headed west. Cramond lies at the north-west edge of the city. Its distance from the city centre should logically mean a more achievable house price than areas within, but its proximity to the water and relatively easy access to arterial routes back into town meant that it was reserved largely for those with serious wealth. I wouldn’t be putting a down-payment on a three bed here anytime soon.

         ‘Is Cathy all right?’ Morgan asked, a little sheepishly as if he wasn’t sure it was OK to do so.

         ‘Not really. She’s going to be off for a while, so we might need to find you another tutor to help you complete your probation. How long do you have to go?’

         ‘Nine months.’

         ‘How are you finding it all? Any problems?’

         ‘No problems, Sarge. Not as such. Just all takes a bit of getting used to is all.’

         ‘It gets easier every day. In a few years you’ll have forgotten all this stress.’

         ‘I hope so. And I hope whoever’s taking over from Cathy has the same patience. Sometimes takes a few goes for something to sink in with me, you know? Come off here, Sarge, take a left at the lights.’

         ‘I’m sure you’re doing fine, Morgan.’

         ‘Sarge, you mentioned at muster how the shift officers view us community lot. How’d you mean?’

         ‘I’m sure you’re getting a sense of it. The shift responds to calls, they’re the front line. Us, well we’re more about preventative work, public reassurance. The happy smiley face of Police Scotland, right?’

         ‘I suppose. At least that’s what I thought when I got posted, but …’

         ‘But it doesn’t really work that way?’

         ‘Well, yeah.’

         ‘The police budget is tight. Once upon a time, community departments did all that public reassurance stuff, but the reality is we’re just another layer of call handling and since we’re second to the table with these calls, we tend to get the scraps. The icky end bits nobody else wants; often the protracted nonsense that takes loads of man hours to bottom out and with little chance of a collar.’

         ‘Take a right up here, Sarge, then go right to the end.’

         ‘What is it we’re heading to again?’

         ‘It’s a fraud and theft. We’re still debating over whether it’s a housebreaking or not.’

         ‘Sounds complicated. And a good example of what I’m talking about. Let me guess, it was left to you by some backshift or something that didn’t like the smell of it?’

         ‘I suppose. Cathy wasn’t happy about it anyway. I might need a bit of help with it. It’s the house at the end of this row, number fifty-seven.’

         It was a nice street. Detached homes with large mono-block driveways set behind coiffured hedges. I pulled up at the very last house in the cul de sac and reached for my radio. ‘Control from three-four, over.’

         ‘Go ahead three-four.’

         ‘Can you mark us at fifty-seven Duchess Park, over.’

         ‘Roger three-four.’

         ‘So, what’s the story?’ I asked.

         Morgan patted at his pocket and produced his notebook. He scratched at his jaw, his skin raw from shaving too close, and some acne just below his ear. ‘It’s an elderly couple stay here. Some fella turned up, offered to cut down a tree in the back garden. They agree a price of fifty quid but then he starts giving the old “more complicated than we first thought” thing. This goes on for over a week with various, dodgy lookin’ lads comin’ and goin’ like. In the end they get strong-armed into handing over two thousand pounds. The main fella even drives the old boy to a cashpoint. Not only that, but a few days later they notice jewellery and some cash missing from their bedroom. Real bunch of bastards.’

         ‘Sounds it. Where are you at with it?’

         ‘I’ve taken statements. Done some door to door, though not the whole street yet.’

         ‘What about CCTV at the cashpoint?’

         ‘Uh … well. I don’t know if maybe Cathy was …’

         ‘Relax. I’m not testing you. You get the precise cashpoint in your statement?’

         ‘Uh, hold on, let me see.’

         He flicked through his notebook, searching for the entry. I stepped out of the car and stretched my back and shoulder. The injury I’d received during the events back in Stratharder had healed well, according to the doctors. I’d be lying if I said I’d been doing the exercises the occupational therapist had given me religiously, but I had been doing them. They were helping too. Most of the strength had returned, though the range of movement, the therapist’s words, wasn’t quite there.

         Morgan’s door closed and he stepped around the car. ‘Uh, I’m sorry, Sarge. I just noted that they drove him into town. I did get a description of the vehicle though. But uh, not a reg plate or that. I’m sorry.’

         ‘It’s fine, Morgan. I said relax. That’s why we’re here, right? Dot the I’s cross the T’s?’ As I pushed the gate to the front garden a man squinted and then waved from under a rose bush.

         ‘Hello, Mr White. Do you remember me?’ said Morgan.

         ‘Uh?’ the man said and struggled to his feet. He pushed his glasses nearer his eyes, but still looked confused.

         ‘I’m Morgan Finney, sir.’

         The old man stared blankly across his bowling-green lawn.

         ‘I was here last week, we talked about those bad fellas and your tree and the money and all that?’

         ‘Oh, you’re the police?’ he said, seemingly now able to see us sufficiently.

         ‘Uh, yes sir.’

         ‘Maybe lead with that one next time,’ I said softly.

         ‘I do remember you, son. Hello.’

         The man, easily into his eighties, took off his gardening gloves and dropped the secateurs onto the lawn. He approached and shook both of our hands. The skin of the back of his hand was like paper.

         ‘I wondered if I could go back over a few points?’

         ‘Of course, aye. Come away in.’

         We followed the old man, single file up the garden path at a snail’s pace and onto the doorstep.

         ‘Control to three-four,’ my radio crackled.

         ‘Why don’t you go ahead, I’ll be right there,’ I said.

         Morgan nodded and then followed Mr White into the house, ducking as he did. The probationer was tall, six-foot-three, I’d have guessed.

         ‘Go ahead, three-four.’

         ‘Sergeant Colyear, I have a message for you from a DC Kane,’ the female voice said.

         DC Kane? Alyson. ‘Go ahead with your message,’ I said.

         ‘Roger … and I’m quoting here. “Don, check your damned phone.” Over.’

         I fished into my pocket and unlocked my phone. Four messages and two missed calls. All Alyson.

         ‘Three-four, all received, thanks.’

         I clicked on Alyson’s number. She picked up immediately.

         ‘The fuck have you been?’ she said.

         ‘Hi Aly, nice to speak to you, too.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah. Where are you?’

         ‘Where am I? I’m at work.’

         ‘I know you’re at work, dipshit. I mean where are you right now?’

         ‘I’m – I’m at a call. Well, not a call, just following up on something for … What’s this about?’

         ‘I’m at your desk twiddling my thumbs. Need you to come pick me up.’

         ‘Me? You’re in Edinburgh? What’s … Hey, I thought we weren’t talking?’

         ‘Yeah, well it’s my turn to do the whole only-get-in-touch-when-I-need-a-favour thing.’

         A sore point, but a fair one. Last year she’d done me a hell of a favour and I’d left her somewhat in the shit afterwards. This wasn’t something I could refuse her. Besides, I was curious.

         ‘OK, Aly. I’ll be about an hour I think, judging by the pace of our—’

         ‘The fuck you will, Colyear. Get your skinny arse back here and pick me up. This office is depressing as shit and I don’t know the area well enough to take masel’ a walk.’

         I smiled. I couldn’t help myself. Her brash manner delivered in her broad Glaswegian accent. I missed both. Edinburgh can be tough, don’t get me wrong, but it wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight with Glasgow – there wouldn’t even be one. Edinburgh would about turn and run like fuck just from the smack talk.

         ‘OK, Aly. I’ll be right there.’

         ‘Bring coffee,’ she said and hung up.

         ‘Aly Kane,’ I breathed, and went to give Morgan the bad news that he was walking back to the office once he’d finished here.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            Martin

         

         She didn’t say anything as I entered, but she knew I was there. We were in my office and there she was, a subordinate constable, in my chair, her grey suit jacket slung over the back rest, at my computer, failing to even acknowledge my presence and … oh for God’s sake. She held a hand out across the desk, continuing to type with the other, still without so much as glance in my direction. I pushed the venti cappuccino, with extra shot, into her palm. I sat on the edge of the desk and appraised her while she finished her email, or crime report.

         So, the short hair was for keeps then? I wasn’t sure what had changed, but somehow it now worked for her. I recalled seeing her last year when she had surreptitiously smuggled myself and Rowan Forbes into a very busy Glasgow police office. It was the first I’d seen her in a long while and the first I’d seen her without the shoulder-length, brown wavy hair. At the time I’d thought this pixie cut, exposing her strong jawline, was somehow harsh on her, but I didn’t think so now. She was a powerful woman, figuratively and literally; six feet tall and broad-shouldered. Men were intimidated by her stature, her words, and perhaps she had, whether by design or by way of her subconscious, been trying to hide it. Joining CID had maybe given her the confidence to wear it on the outside and why not. She was into cross-fit, whatever that was. Some multi-discipline thing that satisfied her obsession with the gym. She won the fitness prize at the Tulliallan training college we graduated from together when we first joined. I was never in contention, I was happy to coast along in the middle of the intake, not standing out for good reasons or ill. Tulliallan was a special torture you just had to get through, in my mind.

         ‘Thanks … for … the … coffee,’ she said, hitting a key with each word and slamming the return with the last. ‘Hey, check you out. You look, you know, normal.’

         ‘As opposed to?’

         ‘Last time I saw you, Colyear, you looked like a toothpick in a suit. Good to see you’ve found your way to a few good meals. Watch you don’t overdo it though,’ she said, her eyes glancing at my stomach as I peeled off my body armour and dumped it in the corner of the room.

         ‘You’re never happy, Aly. I see you’re still your petite, demure self.’ She stayed seated but made a motion with her hands to imitate a curtsy. ‘So, am I getting a hug or what?’

         She stood, letting the chair wheel away behind her and approached me. Her face was granite. She prodded a finger into the space between my chest and shoulder. It hurt, but I tried not to show. ‘You, left me with a shit storm.’

         ‘I did. I’m so—’

         ‘They had to draft in public order units to quell that wee riot you left in your wake.’

         ‘Really? Shit. I am sorry, Ally. I was up to my neck in—’

         ‘Stop.’ She clamped her hands to her ears. ‘Whatever it was you were up to your neck in, I don’t need to hear about. Just tell me it’s all in the past.’

         ‘Fair enough. And yes, it is.’

         She gently placed a hand on each of my shoulders and drew me in for hug. My chin found her shoulder and I rubbed at her back. We mutually patted to signal that the embrace had been long enough.

         ‘Seriously though, you’re all right? How’s the shoulder?’

         ‘I’m fine. Not perfect, but it doesn’t bother me too much.’

         ‘So, you’ve chosen semi-retirement?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Edinburgh. I thought you’d be itching to get back to the action.’

         ‘Edinburgh sees plenty of action, don’t you worry about that. Anyway, are you going to tell me what you’re doing in my city, or what?’ I said, to change the subject more than anything else. If she’d pursued why I’d elected a beat in Edinburgh I wouldn’t have lied to her, I’d have to have told her it was all about my living arrangements with Dad.

         Alyson’s eyes narrowed slightly and she breathed out, then her hands found her hips. ‘Close the door,’ she said.

         I did, and went back to perch on the edge of the desk while Ally sank back into my chair.

         ‘I’m here about the case I’m assigned to.’

         ‘The Callum Bradley murder.’

         Her eyes narrowed even further. ‘How did you know?’

         ‘Same way you knew I was working in Edinburgh. We’re cops – we’re nosy bastards. Besides, Aly, we’d all like to be on that case. Everyone in the force will have taken an interest in the murder. It’s no secret who’s working it.’

         ‘Suppose, aye. Well, it turns out I could use your help to bottom out a lead.’

         ‘Really?’

         My face must have lit up, because Aly said: ‘Don’t get excited. It’s almost certainly bullshit, but it’s something that needs looking at all the same.’

         ‘All right. What do you need from me?’

         ‘Company really. And just in case, some corroboration.’

         ‘To what?’

         ‘To this.’ She reached for her jacket on the chair and pulled her phone from a pocket. She looked pointedly at the door.

         ‘It’s closed, Aly. Do you want me to lock it?’

         ‘Yeah, would you?’

         What the hell’s going on? I thought. I gave the latch an extra push, clicking the lock into place. Aly had placed her phone on the desk. I stood, hands gripping the edge as I listened to a confused old man being teased by a call handler. When it ended, I waited for something more, but Aly put the phone back into her pocket.

         ‘That’s it? What’s it have to do with the Callum Bradley murder?’

         ‘Almost certainly nothing. Especially since it was recorded three weeks before the murder happened. It’s just something the old man says that throws up a tenuous link.’

         I replayed what I just heard in my head. What had been said that might instigate an enquiry? ‘The thing about the eyes?’ I said.

         Aly reduced the distance between us and lowered her voice. ‘Don, you can’t repeat this. Not to anyone.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Promise.’

         ‘Fine, I promise.’

         ‘The decision to withhold certain information to the press was made right at the beginning.’

         ‘Oh no …’ I said.

         ‘Yeah. When his body was found, his eyes had been put out by a blade. Not a soul outside the enquiry team knows about this recording.’

         
             

         

         I wasn’t familiar with the nursing home. It wasn’t one I’d visited, and I’d visited a fair few – it being a large part of my role as community sergeant. I didn’t mind the visits to the old folk’s homes. They had the best biscuits and you were always made to feel like a minor celebrity, despite the occasional geriatric grope. One of the few privileges of being old, you can get away with almost anything.

         The nursing home was in Muirhouse, the most challenging area in my beat. It was a large housing estate really, a bit of a rat-run with high density housing and comparable to some of the areas I’d covered in Glasgow, though it wasn’t going to feature in any ‘Top Five Shittest Scottish Neighbourhoods’ list. It had some tough characters, though, and I’d steadily been getting to know them.

         ‘Well, this is Pennywell Court. Has to be here somewhere. Maybe that’s it?’ I said. The place was barely discernible from the houses on the rest of the street, but a small road round the side of the last building opened into a parking area. There was a zone sectioned off by yellow markings to be kept clear for ambulances. Four other cars were parked. The sign above the door invited you to ‘PENNYWELL ARsE HOlE’, the ‘PENNYWELL CARE HOME’ altered by a marker pen.

         There were laminated warnings against leaving the door open and to not allow anyone to follow you in or out of the building. To the right of the door was a silver box with a black button. Alyson pressed and held it for a moment. It let off an electric buzz and somewhere inside I could hear a similar sound. We waited for a minute and Alyson raised a finger to try again when a face appeared at the glass-fronted door. A white-haired woman stared out. I might have jumped back had Alyson not been there. I thought for a moment that the old woman was talking to us and that the glass was too thick to hear her, but then we heard the buzz of the intercom and a younger female voice came from behind her.

         ‘Come on now, Mimi. Stand away from the door.’

         The old woman continued to open and close her toothless mouth. Now it seemed more like the action of a goldfish rather than talking. A blonde lady, her straight hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, cupped her hand to the glass to get a look at us. The midday sun hitting the pane must have made it difficult to see. She spotted my uniform and smiled. I raised a hand in salutation.

         She ushered the old lady around and directed her off down the corridor. Now the old woman was talking, a long, high-pitched and ceaseless babble as she shuffled along, her feet never quite clearing the carpet. ‘Abuckin-telt-ye-here-no-here-buckin-polis-here-some-pissin-buckin-shite-bam,’ she squeaked and faded away down the hall.

         ‘She’s a charmer,’ I said as the door opened.

         The lady held it, then locked it behind us.

         ‘She sounds like a horror, but it’s just how she communicates. Believe it or not, I can tell what she wants from the particular tone of her swearing.’ The lady laughed.

         ‘I’m Sergeant Colyear, I work out of Drylaw station. I’m the community sergeant for Muirhouse. This is DC Kane, she’s looking into an incident and we thought perhaps you might be able to help us, uh …’ I glanced at the name badge pinned to her light blue shirt, ‘Vicky?’

         Alyson and Vicky smiled at one another and Vicky looked down at the warrant card Alyson wore around her neck.

         ‘Of course. What do you need?’

         ‘Is there an office or something we could go to? What we’re looking into is of a sensitive nature,’ said Alyson.

         Vicky’s eyes widened slightly at this. ‘Uh, yeah. We share an office, but I’m pretty sure it’s clear at the minute. This way.’

         She led us to the right, the opposite direction of the shuffling Mimi. We passed a common room on our left, which had a bunch of large armchairs all pointed at a television with the volume turned way up. The corridor had that grey, hard-wearing carpet you always saw in places like this. Pennywell was little more run-down than the other care homes I’d seen. Nothing drastic, just little details I noticed, like the furniture being a bit tatty and the tired watercolours on the wall not sitting square in their frames.

         We followed Vicky into her office and she closed the door behind us. There were three desks, all pretty disorganised. A large calendar dominated the main wall and featured a staff rota, as well as various fluorescent reminders. A breeze from the open carpark-facing window was fluttering the bloom of post-it notes.

         Vicky stood with her arms folded, waiting for whatever had prompted our visit. Alyson got right to it. She produced her phone from her pocket.

         ‘Vicky, I’m going to play you an excerpt from a telephone conversation. It’s a call to the treble-nine system. Our records show that the call came from this building.’

         ‘From here? When?’ her eyebrows furrowed, incredulous.

         ‘It was a while back and has only recently been brought to my attention. All I want to know is if you can identify who the voice belongs to. Well, that and which phone it came from.’ Alyson tapped at the screen on her phone and clicked at the volume button. The now-familiar conversation grew into the room. Alyson played a section from the beginning, before anything important was said. Then she tapped the screen again and left Vicky to think in silence.

         ‘Could you play that one more time?’ she said.

         Alyson did, but it only played for a few seconds before Vicky began talking over it.

         ‘That’s Martin. Yeah, definitely that’s Martin talking.’

         ‘One of your residents?’ I said.

         ‘Yes. He’s been with us about eighteen months. I know because he was one of the first new residents after I joined.’

         Alyson began taking notes. ‘What’s Martin’s second name?’ she asked.

         I expected Vicky to go searching for a file, but there was no need. ‘Simmons,’ she said without a second’s thought.

         ‘He’s still here? And he’s here right now?’ said Alyson.

         ‘Aye, yeah. He’s on the first floor. I think …’ Vicky leaned over to look at the wall calendar. ‘Yeah, he’ll be with Jackie at the minute. Can I ask what this is about?’

         ‘It’s … uh … Well, it’s probably nothing, but we do need to have a wee word with him. Figure out how he’s been making these calls and why,’ said Alyson.

         ‘I think I can solve that mystery for you. Do you want to come up, then?’

         We followed Vicky out of the room and to a flight of stairs.

         ‘Does he have any family?’ I asked as we climbed.

         ‘A son. Though I’ve never met him. Lives in America some place. Not exactly involved, if you know what I mean.’

         ‘That’s sad. Is it common?’ asked Alyson.

         ‘Not uncommon. It sounds cruel, but I guess that’s just how it goes sometimes.’ Vicky opened a door to another corridor and we were met with a strong smell of ammonia. We followed her through. ‘We all like to think we’ll be there for our folks when the time comes, but the reality is people have their own lives, jobs and kids of their own. So while some residents get a daily visit, most get a once-a-week drop in, you know? And then there’s folk like Martin who just don’t have anyone. Here’s where your call came from.’

         Halfway along the corridor a payphone hung on the wall, complete with domed plastic privacy guard. Alyson lifted the receiver to reveal the phone’s number underneath. She checked it against her notebook, then looked at me and nodded.

         ‘I’m sorry if this is about nuisance calls. If we could remove the function to dial nine-nine-nine we would, but there’s regulations and all that.’

         ‘I understand,’ said Alyson.

         ‘Martin should be in here, but I should warn you, it’s likely you’ll not get any sense out of him. Or anything at all, really.’ Vicky cautioned as she led us along. We reached another common room. The chairs had all been pushed to one side and a plastic sheet had been laid on the floor. In the centre was a chair and a man sat upon it, getting his hair cut, I assumed by Jackie.

          ‘Hiya Martin. Listen, you’ve got a few visitors today. Are you up to saying hello?’ Vicky brushed a strand of cut hair from his nose.

         The old man didn’t look up or react to Vicky in any way. He stared straight ahead, his mouth open a little.

         ‘We’re pretty much done here, I can give you some peace,’ Jackie said, her name badge glinting in the light as she removed the towel from Martin’s neck and used it to brush fallen hair from his shoulders, before gathering her bottles and scissors. She seemed a little taken aback by the uniforms.

         ‘There’s a staff room on this floor. I’ll wait there until you’re done,’ said Vicky as she and Jackie made their way out, leaving us with Martin.

         He hadn’t moved at all. He sat on the chair in his white vest looking at nothing in particular.

         ‘Maybe we could get him over to one of the comfy chairs?’ I suggested.

         We guided Martin onto his feet and he soon got the idea. He shuffled forward and Aly and I took an arm each to lower him into the chair. Alyson sat in front of him, lowering her head to his eye level.

         ‘Martin, my name is Alyson Kane, I’m with the police. I was hoping I could ask you a few questions. Would that be all right?’ There was no response. She tried again and still he stared blankly ahead. Then she snapped her fingers in his face.

         ‘Aly, for chrissake!’ I hissed and looked around, but we weren’t being watched.

         ‘Ach, this is bloody pointless. I knew this was a waste of time. Give the woman the shitty errand. Let her fanny around in Edinburgh while we do the real work in Glasgow,’ she said and then muttered, ‘Not that there is any real work.’ She folded her arms and sat back in the chair.

         ‘Investigation’s not going well then?’

         ‘Well look at the leads we’re following up,’ she gestured at Martin. ‘What do you think? We’ve got nothing, Don. Sod all,’ she said in a whisper.

         ‘I’d heard you had DNA, fibres?’

         ‘We do. A fingerprint too, but no suspect to tie it to. These things are all very well if you have someone to check for a match or a profile already on the system. We’ve nothing. Now here I am trying to interrogate a cucumber.’

         ‘Aly.’

         ‘Sorry.’ She stood and placed a hand on Martin’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, Martin. You’re probably a lovely person, but this is a lot of nonsense.’ She started towards the door. ‘C’mon.’

          I hesitated, not sure if it was all right to leave this man on his own, but he wasn’t going anywhere fast.

         We found Vicky in the staff room, scribbling at a clipboard.

         ‘All done? Did he say anything to you at all?’

         ‘Not a word. I’m guessing he’s in decline? On the recording of the call, he was pretty animated,’ said Alyson.

         Vicky put down her clipboard and shook her head slowly. ‘Dementia’s as mysterious as it is devastating. I’m sorry it’s this Martin you met today. When I first met him, days like these were few and far between. Now they’re more common than the good ones. It’s the hardest part of the job seeing that decline and just being completely helpless. Honestly, you should hear him talk when he’s within himself, he’s a fascinating man. D’you know, he’s a professor? Or was.’

         This took me by surprise. ‘That man in there?’

         ‘Mm-hmm. It’s like, Social Sciences. I forget what exactly, but you should hear him talk. Sharp and funny, charming even.’

         ‘That’s not what I heard on that tape,’ said Alyson.

         ‘No. Like I said, dementia is such a mystery. That Martin you hear on the tape only comes out now and again, some kind of in-between state. Confused and upset, sometimes angry.’

         ‘Is he … capable of leaving the building?’

         ‘Oh God, no. Not anymore.’

         ‘Even when he’s lucid?’ I said.

         ‘Well … I suppose, but he’s not really around for long. Lucid Martin’s not going to get very far, and he’s never tried, as far as I’m aware.’

         Alyson looked over at me. ‘Is there CCTV here?’ she said.

         ‘Just a camera at both entrances, but nothing inside the building.’

         ‘How long is it backed up?’

         ‘I think it’s about six months. It’s a pretty new system. One of the few things that actually works in this place,’ Vicky muttered, then looked embarrassed to have done so.

         ‘Can we take a look through?’ said Alyson.

         ‘Sure you can. Listen, I’m not allowed to ask what this is all about, am I?’

         Alyson chewed on this for a moment. Vicky had been nothing but kind and accommodating after all. ‘I’m sorry, I really can’t say. I will tell you this, though. There’s nothing to worry about. Once we have a look at what those cameras have recorded, I don’t think we’ll need anything else.’

         
             

         

         It didn’t take long to find what we were looking for. Or rather, not find. The day before Callum Bradley’s murder to the day after on both cameras. It took a little over an hour to speed through the footage and pause to examine everyone coming in and out of the building. Our Martin was, unsurprisingly, nowhere to be seen.

         ‘I’ll submit a copy of this anyway. Justifies my existence at least,’ Alyson sighed. She highlighted the appropriate time frame and selected ‘Record’.

         Vicky left while we prepared the disc.

         ‘That’s it then?’ I said.

         Alyson shrugged and finished the tea Vicky had brought us. ‘I’d liked to have taken a statement from our boy, just to round it off nicely, but who knows how long that might take to get. It’d be like fishing, just sitting around and waiting for a bite that might never come. Hardly good use of tax-payer money. I’m sure the bosses will be all right with this.’ She ejected the DVD from the machine and I signed a production label, confirming I witnessed the recording.

         ‘Well, how about I get that statement for you?’ I said. I was a little surprised to hear the words coming out of my mouth.

         ‘You’d do that? It could take forever. I mean, I know you community lot aren’t exactly rushed off your feet, but this would be a bit … above and beyond.’

         ‘It would be neither. It would be us square. I feel bad about last year and this pays that debt, right?’

         ‘Aye, I suppose. Plus a drink some time. But yeah, that would be us square.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

            New Town

         

         It took fifteen minutes to find a parking space. That’s one infuriating thing about Edinburgh’s New Town. If you return home after 6 p.m. you’re left touring the cobbled roads trying to find a space within your designated permit area. If you get fed up and drop it into a street with the wrong code, there’s bound to be a present tucked under your wiper the next morning, that’ll be sixty quid, thank you very much. I eventually returned to a space I’d already deemed too small, but I was getting tired and frustrated. I left centimetres on each side between a Freelander and an Audi. They’d both be furious trying to get out in the morning without damaging the paintwork.

         ‘Faither, you in?’ I yelled into the dark hall. It was still light outside and would be until nearly 10 p.m., such is summer as far north as Edinburgh, but this basement flat wasn’t blessed with great through-light. I hung my coat and dropped my keys into the bowl on the hall table with a clatter. No reply. I checked my watch, 6.20 p.m. He was in the pub already. It had been getting earlier and earlier these days, though I suspect he actually adjusted his behaviour when I first moved in, to hide some bad habits. Like his inability to wash a dish. I gathered two bowls, one plate, three glasses and a loaded ashtray from his room. I made his bed and opened a window to try to shift some of the tobacco smell.

         I loaded the dishwasher and took a beer out to the garden. This was why he bought the place, I reminded myself. A private garden in central Edinburgh, not bad. The previous owner of the flat hadn’t done much with this little outdoor space, but Dad had been busy. A little patio area at the far side and a series of vegetable planters. He’d made himself a lovely spot and it was the only part of the house, other than the kitchen, that we shared.

         He made a pretty good housemate, actually. As much as I worried about him shutting himself away in that one room, it meant I didn’t feel like I was intruding. Plus, it was his idea I move in. I was struggling a bit with my shoulder and had been somewhat rudderless after the events in Stratharder last year. There were a few moments when I’d opened my laptop to start drafting an email – my resignation – but it hadn’t happened. I’d stay at dad’s until I figured out my next step, I thought. Well, the next step had been to come back off a career break and request a posting in Edinburgh.

         
             

         

         When I woke the next morning at eight, Dad’s door was closed over. I hadn’t heard him come in. Judging by the debris in the kitchen, it had been a heavy night. The butter was melting away on the countertop, the jam jar open and a buttery knife lying within. I hoped he’d had more than toast for his dinner.

         It was a rest day and I had no plans. I headed down into Stockbridge where the market bustled and smells of different fast foods battled for supremacy. I listened to some rock mix in my earbuds while I walked until I felt thirsty. By the time I’d found a supermarket I realised I’d been wandering in the general direction of Muirhouse. Ah, what the hell, I thought. I’ll pop in and see if Martin is in a talkative mood.

         I approached Muirhouse from a direction I’d never previously taken and was soon a little lost. I stopped when I wasn’t sure whether to turn left or right at the end of a street. I considered checking the maps function on my phone, but I was in no particular rush and so took the left option along a tight avenue. I walked past a block of flats and became increasingly aware of voices somewhere up ahead. I pocketed my phone just as I caught a glimpse of where the noise was coming from. A group of five or six lads were gathered around one of the large concrete supports under the building. A strong smell of cannabis was in the air. My eyes met with theirs briefly and I kept walking. I was hoping there was some exit to the street and I wouldn’t have to undertake an embarrassing double-back now that there was an audience. As the voices went quiet, it happened. My stomach cramped as if it made a fist inside of me. My right hand went to my knee to stop me doubling over. I kept walking, keeping my pace even. ‘Fuck,’ I said to myself as I heard the rattle of bicycle pedals. My stomach pitched again. Yes, I’ve got it, I thought, message received. This thing that happens to me, some extension of intuition, hadn’t happened once since I took my post in Edinburgh and some small part of me wondered if this thing had gone for good, hoped maybe. God knows it wasn’t always useful. A bike passed me on the left. A blue BMX ridden by a thin lad in a maroon hoodie. Then a bike to my right. A yellow mountain bike, the rider pulling a long wheelie as he passed. I knew they’d engage me at some point, so I decided to walk on until it happened. The bikes ahead criss-crossed and then stopped, marking the point the encounter was to happen.

         ‘Got a fag?’ yellow mountain biker said.

         ‘No, sorry. I don’t smoke,’ I said. I made to walk around, but BMX boy pushed back on the ground and wheeled in front of me.

         ‘How about twenty quid then?’ he said.

         ‘Excuse me?’ I said with an incredulous laugh.

         ‘You don’t smoke, eh? Smokes ur ’spenive. Mean’s you’re loaded. So, gee-us twenty quid and we’ll make sure you get home safe, eh?’

         ‘Thanks, but I think I’ll manage just …’ I tailed off as I heard footsteps.

         Here we go, I thought. The rest of the group had caught up. If there had been any plan to run, it was too late now. My guts continued to churn like the drum of a washing machine.

         Another two passed me from behind and another lingered to my rear. A cloud of reeking weed smoke was sent into my face by the tallest of the new arrivals; he was in his early twenties and the most physically capable of the small crowd of street rats. I was guessing this was the leader.

         ‘Much ye ask him fur?’ this one asked BMX boy.

         ‘Twenty.’

         ‘Twenty? Nah, he’s good fur fifty.’

         ‘Nobody carries cash anymore. I’ve nothin’ on me. Not that you’d be getting fuck all if I had,’ I said. I tried to look calm and I wasn’t overly worried until this leader showed up. Taller than me by three or four inches, his black hair was plastered to his head in some product. A miserable attempt at a moustache on his top lip. He leaned back as he spoke with his eyes pulled into slits as if getting a measure of me, a fat joint held shoulder high between two fingers.

         ‘That’s awrite. ’Ere’s a cash machine in the Co-op. We’ll come with ye.’

         I had a think about how much cash I did have on me. Maybe fifteen and some coins? It didn’t matter, this would only ever stop if they emptied my account. If I hit this guy hard, maybe square in the throat, there might be a chance I could get to a main road before the rest of them swarmed me, but which way was the main road? And what if I missed? Or just didn’t put him down. Too risky. Then what?

         I looked behind me for options, then saw something. ‘How you gettin’ on Mikey? Is your mum’s leg better?’

         The lad looked like I’d just asked him to solve an algebra equation. Mikey Denholm’s face screwed up in confusion until I physically saw him make the connection. His eyes widened and he took his black baseball cap off to scratch at his head.

         ‘Fuck’s he talkin’ about?’ the leader asked.

         ‘He’s fuckin’ polis, eh.’

         I’d run into Mikey a few times. Last one was a shoplifting. He’d been cornered by security staff at Morrisons for trying to leave with three bottles of wine. He was only fifteen, so I’d had to charge him in front of a parent. His mother was a nice lady. Mikey was the eldest of four boys and she had her hands full trying to keep them all out of trouble; she was doing her best, especially as she was on crutches after an operation on her ankle. I forgot why, exactly.

          The lad on the BMX took off. Warrant out for him, probably. His reaction inspired enough doubt for me to change things up.

         ‘Get your bike out my way before I lock you up, ya fuckin’ idiot,’ I said to mountain biker. I heard the west in my voice intensify, as it did whenever I resorted to this sort of language. It carries a threat that can’t be matched elsewhere in Scotland, perhaps anywhere at all. He smirked, but he moved. I thought that was it, but my stomach had not settled and then I felt why as I moved. The moustachioed leader took a grip of my shoulder.

         ‘Unless he’s plain clothes, he’s no a cop right now. Twenty quid. Then you can go.’

         It may not have been the wisest move but having the little shit’s fingers on me sent a surge of adrenalin shooting through me. I slammed both palms into his chest. He didn’t expect it. He fell on his backside, his joint exploding into sparks. I knew he’d get up and try to save face, so I kept going. I stood over him, my fists balled.

         ‘I think you’re on your own, son. If you want tae have a go, then fine. Up you pop and we’ll go.’ At least I hoped he was on his own. This kid looked like he could fight, but if it was just him and me, then I was prepared. If anyone else joined in, even wee Mikey over there, it could get very messy.

         ‘That’s assault!’ the leader shouted, and I didn’t need the noise in my stomach settling to tell me it was over. He got to his feet and walked off. He waited until he was fully fifty yards clear before the insults started flying: ‘Polis bastard!’ etc., etc.

         
             

         

         As Vicky opened the door to the care home, her face told me she hadn’t recognised me straight away in my civvies. She smiled awkwardly; her bottom lip was swollen.

         ‘What happened to your lip?’ I said.

         ‘Just a wee accident. Happens all the time when you’re moving residents around, you know? Are you here to see Martin again?’

         ‘Is he the same as yesterday?’ I asked.

         ‘Afraid so, but listen, we’re just getting organised for lunch—’

         ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I could come back later. It’s my fault for just turning up unannounced.’

         ‘No, I was just going to say, why don’t you join us?’

         ‘Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to be getting in the way.’

         ‘Are you the policeman who was here yesterday?’ said a voice behind me. I turned to see a lady, about thirty or so with long dark hair. She was looking me up and down.

         ‘Eh, yes. That would be me.’

         ‘You didnae say he was a looker, Vic. How come you’ve no got the uniform on? Ye cannae beat a man in uniform, eh, Vic?’

         Vicky was laughing, probably at the look on my face.

         ‘Leave him alone you. This is Sergeant … Oh I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten …’

         ‘Colyear, but just call me Don. Especially since I don’t have the uniform on.’

         ‘This is Michelle, she’s just getting first floor organised for coming down to lunch. She can show you to Martin’s room and maybe you can bring him down for us?’

         ‘That sounds fine,’ I said.

         I followed Michelle upstairs and she opened the door to Martin’s room. He was sitting in a chair by the bed looking out of the window, or at least he was pointed at it. There was a musty smell about the place. Along one wall was a wardrobe and a set of shelves. Some popular novels stood there, but it was mostly thick academic volumes. On the bedside table a radio played softly.

         ‘How are you Martin? Are you ready for your lunch? That’s good,’ said Michelle, as if he’d answered her. She guided him to his feet and brought him slowly out of the room. Once in the hall she gave me his arm. He walked slowly, but steadily. Without thinking I was guiding him towards the stairs, but then there was some resistance in his arm. He knew where he was going. Instead of left we went right to a lift. Once inside he turned around on his own.

         It reminded me of being on holiday when I was kid. I might have been five or six and we’d gone to see an aunt in England. Not a close relative and I don’t remember visiting them again, but they’d lived near Blackpool. We spent a day on the Pleasure Beach and someone thought I would love a ride on the donkeys they have traipsing up and down the sand. I was duly seated upon one of the beasts. There were other kids on other donkeys and they were being led by people to a certain distance and then turned around. Only I was left on my own. For a moment I thought there had been some mistake, that the thing might carry me off into the sunset, but no. At some invisible line in the sand, the donkey stopped and turned of its own volition and brought me back to my parents. The poor creature, having done this for so many years, had the distance burned into its DNA.
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