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      Like Back From The Dead, Vanity Project is set in the fictional Scottish city of Strathburgh, and takes place a few months after the former story ends.

      But while I do make passing references to some of the events in Back From The Dead – and a few characters and settings reappear briefly – Vanity Project is a standalone novel. You don’t need to have read Back From The Dead to follow the story.

      I should warn you that Vanity Project tackles heavy subject-matter: addiction, domestic abuse, grief, suicide, and transphobia. If you find these themes upsetting, you might want to give it a miss.

      
        
        AS

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t mean to kill him. Honest.

      I genuinely thought I could make him see sense. Persuade him it would be better for the both of us if he dropped it.

      More fool me.

      He shook his head deliberately. First one side. Then the other. And then he fixed me with bloodshot eyes and shambled forward – so close I could smell his rancid morning breath – as he made a clumsy attempt to grab my wrist.

      I staggered backward, my heart jackhammering in my chest, just as his hand closed over empty air. Suddenly, showing up unannounced and trying to reason with him didn’t seem like such a good idea after all. What had possessed me? Why had I come here, to his house, where he’d have a natural advantage?

      ‘The terms have changed,’ he said. Although he slurred his words slightly, his tone brooked no argument. ‘You don’t get to call the shots. Not anymore.’

      My throat bobbed up and down, and a sour taste flooded my mouth. My facial muscles wrestled with the terror that threatened to take control of my features. ‘Oh, really?’ I sneered, doing my best to infuse my words with a confidence I didn’t feel. ‘Last time I checked, you work for me, not the other way round.’

      He recoiled as if I’d slapped him, then bared his teeth like a rabid dog. A tendril of white foam gathered at the corner of his mouth. He wiped it away absently with the back of his hand.

      ‘You’ve some brass neck. Coming here, making threats,’ he spat. ‘Who do you think you are?’

      That’s when I knew I’d flushed away any chance I might’ve had of bringing him back onside. Not that they were great odds to begin with.

      We eyed each other, two duellists waiting for the right moment to draw their weapons. I noticed for the first time that his expensively barbered hair, which was standing every which way in sleep-induced whorls, was dry and lifeless, shot through with white. His cheeks were hollower than I remembered them. His mouth drawn. The grey tracksuit bottoms and black T-shirt he’d worn to bed hung off his gaunt frame.

      The silence lay thick around us. Poisonous with hostility. He looked me up and down. Defiant. Scornful. His right eyelid twitched as he shattered the moment with a booming laugh that echoed around the kitchen.

      I dug my nails into the soft flesh of my palms, drawing blood but barely feeling the pain. The island’s quartz countertop grazed my lower back. I cursed myself as I realised I’d made that most basic of basic mistakes: I’d let myself get cornered. What if he decided to go from words to actions?

      ‘Do as I say, and you’ll have nothing to worry about,’ he repeated in his groggy voice. ‘I’ll even let this conversation slide.’ He smiled magnanimously. It made him look like a skull covered in skin-coloured tissue paper.

      ‘It’s a non-starter,’ I shot back through gritted teeth. ‘How dare you?’

      My voice cracked on the last syllable. My hands shook. I balled my fists tighter.

      ‘Ah.’ He scoffed. ‘There it is.’ Contempt dripped from every word. ‘You don’t think things through, and then you act all surprised when they don’t go your way. Because nothing’s ever your fault, is it?’

      He scrunched up his face. Raised his voice in a mock falsetto. ‘“Oh no! Woe is me! Everyone’s out to get me.”’

      I tried to explain he was the one in the wrong. He’d gone off-script. Turned against me when we were supposed to be pulling the same rope. And now he was going to throw it in my face?

      But the words wouldn’t come. My mouth was too dry. My throat too constricted. The only sound I could manage was a pathetic blubber.

      But alongside the fear – fear for what would happen if he made good on his threat – a small flame burned. It was only a matter of time until my rage grew out of control and started spreading unchecked, consuming everything in its wake.

      ‘Fuck off,’ he said.

      In retrospect, I should’ve done as he asked. Left and regrouped. Came back at it fresh, with a better plan. Knowing what I do now, I wonder if perhaps everything would’ve sorted itself out.

      Except, hindsight is twenty-twenty, isn’t it? In the moment, the prospect of scurrying away with my tail between my legs was too humiliating to contemplate. He’d raised the stakes too high, and backing down would have piled several tonnes of insult onto a festering injury.

      So there we were. The challenge was out. The stakes raised even further.

      He straightened his back. Held my gaze.

      ‘We’ll see what your colleagues think when I tell them the truth about you,’ he said, crossing his hands across his chest. ‘And show them the evidence.’

      My eyes widened. An automatic reaction I couldn’t have stopped if I’d tried.

      ‘Och, aye,’ he continued, pressing his advantage. ‘I have receipts.’

      ‘You wouldn’t dare!’ I said. ‘It would be as bad for you as it would be for me. Worse.’

      ‘You’re assuming I give a shit,’ he fired back.

      Except a shadow passed across his face. Sorrow? Fear? What wasn’t he telling me?

      He took another shambling step forward. Tottered on the edge of balance. Regained his footing. Pointed a stubby finger in my face. There were several dark, ridged lines across the nail.

      ‘Try me,’ he whispered.

      They say it takes a special kind of person to look another human being in the eye and watch the life ebb out of them. But I disagree. Anyone who says they don’t have it in them to commit murder simply hasn’t found themselves in dire enough circumstances.

      Standing in that kitchen, the countertop’s sharp edges rubbing the tender flesh of my lower back raw, his finger inches away from my eye and his sickening breath turning my stomach, there was only one choice open to me.

      Of that, I’ve absolutely no doubt.
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      Friday, 5 January 2024

      Detective Inspector Brian Brandon stared into the bathroom mirror, but a stranger stared back at him.

      Three weeks of forced leave, and he didn’t recognise himself anymore. His wavy salt-and-pepper hair was frizzy, thinning on top, and appeared far heavier on the salt than it had been that morning when he’d checked himself in the hallway before leaving for East Strathburgh Police Station to plead his case. His face was pasty and puffy. Careworn. The face of a man who has had too much time on his hands and far too little to fill it with for much longer than is healthy. The knot of his blue paisley tie constricted his fleshy neck, which was spilling over the collar of his white poplin shirt. A shirt with a tailored fit that, through some process he vaguely understood but couldn’t quite fathom, had become too tailored in all the wrong places.

      He closed his eyes and held onto the sink with both hands, a captain steering his ship through a thicket of fog.

      ‘I’m fine, sir. I assure you,’ he’d told – practically begged – DCI Lowe five minutes earlier. ‘Champing at the bit. Raring to go.’

      What he hadn’t told Lowe was that he wasn’t sure how much longer he could trust himself to keep his head without work to occupy him. His thoughts were racing at breakneck pace, taking him places he’d rather not visit for fear he’d want to remain there. Permanently.

      Lowe had given him a long, appraising look from beneath his legendarily bushy black eyebrows and leaned forward in his faux-leather office chair. Brian, standing in front of Lowe’s cluttered glass and brushed-aluminium desk, had shifted his weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other, like he needed to go to the lavvy.

      ‘It’s too soon, Brian,’ Lowe had said, steepling his fingers under his non-existent chin.

      ‘It’s been long enough,’ Brian had insisted. ‘I’m polis. It’s what I do. This kind of thing… it’s…’ He’d waved his hand around, looking for the right words. ‘It’s par for the course in our line of work,’ he’d ended flatly.

      Lowe had raised his eyebrows. One of the hairs was sticking out at an obtuse angle, giving him an oddly comical look.

      ‘Have you spoken to somebody?’ Lowe had asked. His tone was gentle. Fatherly. But there was steel in his eyes. ‘It helps. What you’ve been through⁠—’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Brian repeated, a tad more forcefully than he’d intended.

      He’d stopped, then. Taken a breath. Held Lowe’s eyes with an earnest gaze.

      ‘Look,’ Brian had said. ‘Try me. That’s all I’m asking. If I can’t hack it, I’ll be the first to tell you. No need to worry about that. We’re understaffed as it is. So what do you have to lose?’

      Lowe had sighed then. A deep, heavy sound that Brian hadn’t been sure what to make of. Was Lowe about to relent? Had he managed to wear him down?

      ‘Let me think about it,’ he’d said at last, weighing every word.

      ‘But—’

      ‘I said, let me think about it,’ Lowe snapped. ‘Take the win.’

      Brian had pushed down several smart retorts and nodded deferentially.

      ‘Thank you, sir,’ he’d said finally, trying not to grit his teeth.

      Now, standing in front of a rust-spotted mirror in the lads’ lavvy across the hall from Lowe’s office, a grey shadow toyed with the edges of his field of vision, and he opened his eyes before it could take on a more substantial form. His thoughts turned to home. To the bottle of Monkey Shoulder in the cupboard under the sink. He pushed them away. Opened the cold tap. Splashed his face. The freezing water jolted him.

      Aye, that was better. Once he got back to his flat and peeled off this ill-fitting suit, maybe he’d go for a run. Clear the cobwebs. Put himself on the road to well-being and prove to Lowe he was walking the talk.

      He turned the tap off, pulled a bunch of paper towels from the dispenser and patted his face dry. Then he took a deep breath. Steeled himself. Walked out of the lavvy, through the corridor, toward the carpeted stairs that led to the station’s entrance, and the parking area outside.

      ‘DI Brandon!’

      Lowe’s voice, calling him from his office doorway, stopped him mid-stride. Brian’s heart skipped a beat.

      ‘Come back here, will you?’ his senior officer added and strode back into his office without waiting for a reply.

      Brian followed, his stomach clenching. ‘Sir?’ he asked from the doorway.

      Lowe gave him another one of his appraising looks. His unblinking stare made him feel vulnerable. Naked.

      ‘Fine,’ he said, after a pause that felt like it had gone on for hours. ‘You’re right. We’re stretched thin and I can’t spare one of my more experienced DIs.’

      Brian’s knees almost buckled with relief. His lips curved into a smile.

      ‘Does that mean⁠—?’

      Lowe lifted a hand, palm outward, in a silencing gesture.

      ‘Just so we’re clear,’ Lowe continued, ‘I’ll be watching you like a hawk. The second I sense you’re not up to the job, I’m putting you back on forced leave, you hear?’

      ‘Loud and clear,’ Brian said, with feeling.

      A brief memory flashed. 3 a.m. Two days earlier. A half-empty bottle of Monkey Shoulder standing on the coffee table. Hunched on the sofa in a frayed terry-cloth robe, counting out how many Nytol one-a-day tablets he’d managed to scrounge from his medicine cabinet and wondering what would happen if he took them all. Washed them down with long gulps of the water of life.

      Something prickled behind Brian’s eyes.

      ‘I won’t let you down, sir,’ he said, hoping his voice didn’t sound as shaky as he felt.

      ‘Let’s hope so, Brian,’ Lowe said, turning his gaze to his laptop – a sign Brian was being dismissed. ‘Let’s hope so.’
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      Monday, 8 January 2024

      Seventy-five hours, three minutes, and thirty-four seconds.

      That’s how long it took for the first murder case since Lowe’s reprieve to land on Brian’s desk. He’d counted. A testament to how desperate he’d been to put an end to the downward spiral of self-reflection that consumed him when he wasn’t in an alcohol-induced stupor.

      Strathburgh enjoyed a reputation as a postcard-perfect city, and – with the exception of a brief period of madness in 2023 when a gang war boiled over and twelve civilians, including four high-school children, were killed in two shootings and an arson attack – consistently ranked as one of the safest places in the nation. But the Italians have it right. Tutto il mondo é paese – the world is a village. It doesn’t matter where you go. Inevitably, you’ll find people who do unspeakable things to each other. And, great crime stats or not, Strathburgh was no exception. Beneath the serene, welcoming façade, there was a stubbornly resilient violent streak.

      These thoughts were swirling around in Brian’s head as he arrived at the crime scene and eased his police-issue chrome-blue Focus behind the forensics van that had parked on the pavement so as not to block the flow of traffic through the narrow street. The neighbourhood, an unassuming suburb north-east of the River Strath, was dotted with cookie-cutter, weathered but well-maintained brown pebble-dash terraces. The kind of place the well-to-do settled for while they waited to climb up the next rung on the property ladder, and certainly not the kind of place you’d expect to get murdered.

      Brian killed the engine, unbuckled his seat belt and stared out the windscreen at the two-storey end-of-terrace to his left. The windows, which gleamed even on this overcast January afternoon, were a modern shade of anthracite that matched the wrought-iron gate and offset the bright yellow front door. The small, rectangular flagstoned front garden was bordered with a neatly manicured hedge, and to the left, a water feature spouted a thin stream that trickled down through a series of imitation concrete bowls. On the front door’s left jamb, at eye level, there was a Ring doorbell.

      The house would’ve been completely nondescript, a carbon copy of any other house in any other middle-class street in the city, had it not been for the white-and-blue police cordon and the swarm of besuited scene of crime officers converging on it.

      Brian took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He’d been gung-ho for the entire fifteen-minute drive from the station, jacked up on the good kind of adrenaline, ready and willing to roll up his sleeves and get to work piecing together the puzzle that would crack this case. But, now that he was about to attend a murder scene for the first time since … No, he wouldn’t allow his mind to think of it. But since… then, he couldn’t help but feel a thread of nervousness worm its way through his stomach. What if Lowe was right? What if it really was too soon, and he couldn’t handle the pressure?

      For better or worse, he was about to find out.

      ‘You OK, B?’ DI Liam Craddock asked from the passenger seat.

      ‘Aye, I’m fine,’ Brian replied gruffly.

      He turned to face Liam, who ran a slender, freckled hand through his ginger quiff as he studied his partner carefully, deep-set eyes boring into Brian like lasers. They’d met as fresh-faced constables on the beat in the heart of gangland and had been colleagues in East Strathburgh Ward’s major investigation team for close to seven years. When you worked 12-hour shifts with somebody, day in, day out, for that long, you got a sixth sense for what was going through their head. But you didn’t need to be an ace detective to guess what Liam wasn’t saying, Brian thought. Was his trepidation that obvious?

      ‘You sure?’ Liam pushed. ‘You look pale.’

      ‘You’re not exactly Jamie Dornan yourself, bud,’ Brian clapped back.

      The delivery was slightly too aggressive to be funny, but Liam chuckled good-humouredly.

      ‘Point taken,’ he replied. ‘But, just in case. You know you’ve got this, right? You’ll be fine.’

      Brian nodded, but said nothing. To his relief, Liam didn’t press the issue any further.

      ‘So, tell me about our victim,’ he said instead.

      That, Brian could answer confidently.

      ‘Raymond Higgins. Forty-one. IT consultant. Married, no weans,’ he reeled off, his back straightening. ‘Postie called it in. Heard the dog barking and got suspicious. So he went around the back through the vennel and spotted him on the living-room floor.’

      ‘Don’t all dogs bark at posties?’ Liam asked. ‘It’s the oldest cliché in the world.’

      Brian shrugged. ‘Not this one apparently. Most cat-like dog you’ll ever meet, the postie said. The barking was unusual enough to make him think something was wrong.’

      Liam seemed to ponder this. Then said, ‘Shall we get this show on the road?’

      ‘After you,’ Brian replied.

      They walked up to the gate, where two officers stood at attention, guarding the scene so nobody could enter unless they had the right credentials. Brian flashed his warrant card, then headed to the staging area, suited up, and ducked under the crime scene tape before climbing up the three steps to the front door.

      The hallway was deceptively spacious, with a view straight through to the downstairs living space and the garden beyond. Painted off-white, it was tastefully decorated with mid-century prints, a shaker-style bench with a distressed light-grey leather cushion, and notched wooden wall pegs on which hung a forest-green anorak, a black cotton tote bag, but, Brian noted, no dog leash.

      ‘In there, sir,’ a uniformed officer, who looked barely old enough to shave, said helpfully, pointing straight ahead with a pudgy, windburned hand.

      ‘Aye, thanks,’ Brian replied. ‘Where’s the postie, Constable …?’

      ‘Stebbings, sir,’ the uniform replied. ‘They took him to A&E. He’s in shock.’

      ‘Did you interview him?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Aye,’ Stebbings said, patting his right trouser pocket, where, Brian guessed, he kept his police-issue notebook. ‘And told him he’d need to come down to the station to make a formal statement when he got out of the hospital.’

      ‘Good man,’ Brian said. ‘And the dog?’

      ‘SOCO checked it for evidence, then a neighbour took it,’ Stebbings replied. ‘A Mr …’ – he pulled out his battered notebook and flipped through several dog-eared pages covered in a large, looping scrawl – ‘Layton. Gerald Layton. He’s the only neighbour we managed to talk to. Nobody else answered their doors. He’s holding on to it while we get in touch with the victim’s wife.’

      ‘Did he see anything?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Said a panel van stopped here this morning. Assumed it was an Amazon delivery.’

      Brian nodded. They’d need to speak to Layton again, try to extract as much detail out of him as they could. And then they’d need to find the delivery driver and interview them too.

      ‘Give it some time, then canvas the neighbourhood again. Maybe somebody else saw something, too.’ he said. ‘And let’s check for CCTV. There’s a Ring doorbell outside – let’s see what we can get from that, and some of the neighbours might have more footage that might help us, too.’

      ‘Aye, sir.’

      So far, so good. It was actually – dare he say it? – nice to be back. Focusing on the nitty gritty of an investigation. Trying to make order out of somebody else’s chaos instead of his own. He looked behind Stebbings, taking in the hive of activity. The murmur of voices, clicking of cameras, and swishing of plastic as the SOCOs moved around the scene in their protective suits and booties filled his ears. He took a deep breath. Braced himself. Beckoned Liam with a nod. It was time to witness the main event.

      They walked through the doorway and surveyed the scene. Even from ten feet away, there was no mistaking the two long streaks that snaked their way from the kitchen – located in a large alcove perpendicular to the lounge space – and ended in front of the white, U-shaped sectional sofa, even though they’d dried to a dark maroon. Raymond Higgins, dressed in grey tracksuit bottoms and a black Pierre Cardin T-shirt, must’ve been dragged all the way to the plush chevron-patterned rug that defined the seating area. He lay flat on his back with his arms by his sides, his head turned at an impossible angle. His eyes stared sightlessly at the sputnik light jutting down from the ceiling.

      The injury to his neck, Brian surmised, would’ve probably been enough to end him. But the killer hadn’t been satisfied with a quick, clean death. The poor sod’s torso was covered in deep stab wounds. From a quick glance, Brian counted fifteen.

      ‘Jesus,’ Liam said, covering his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘He must’ve really pissed someone off.’

      Brian gulped. The sight of the body – It’s Ray Higgins’s body. Not that body, silly. Don’t you dare think about that. Don’t. You. Dare – had blindsided him.

      The blood was rushing in his ears and his throat was as dry as the Sahara on an August afternoon. Good thing he’d skipped lunch.

      ‘Looks like a frenzied attack, doesn’t it?’ Brian said, trying to keep his voice even.

      He placed his hand discreetly inside his front trouser pocket, pinched the fleshy part of his thigh, and rode the wave of tender, burning pain. Embraced it with open arms. The memory of that other body⁠—

      Stop it. stop it. STOP IT.

      —faded.

      With a physical effort, he turned his mind to the task at hand. What could Raymond Higgins’s body tell them about his killer?

      He’d been on the scene for less than two minutes, so he needed to keep an open mind and make sure he didn’t jump to conclusions. But the savagery suggested a crime of passion, not a random attack or burglary gone wrong. Most likely, Higgins had known his killer.

      Brian squatted down in front of the body. Three deep lacerations – probably defensive wounds, given their location – snaked around the outside of Higgins’s right forearm. Whatever happened, it must’ve happened fast. And Higgins was either taken by surprise or easily overpowered. He’d have expected a greater number of defensive wounds if there’d been a long struggle.

      ‘DI Brandon.’

      The greeting startled him from his reverie. He turned. Stood up. Fussed with the creases in his plastic overalls.

      ‘Dr Grace.’

      Pam Grace, who, having joined in September 2023, was the most recent addition to Strathburgh Police’s team of forensic pathologists, looked at him over her mask, her blue eyes twinkling. Some DIs complained she was cold and aloof. But he suspected this had more to do with her clipped accent and the fact she’d come up from London, than with her actual personality. He enjoyed working with her. She was sharp, and he found her no-nonsense approach refreshing. He wouldn’t have wished Harris Henderson, a painfully mediocre curmudgeon of a man who was too arrogant to realise he was way past his prime, on his worst enemy. Especially not on their first case back from a leave of absence.

      ‘Some fucking end, eh?’ Brian offered.

      ‘You should see the kitchen,’ she replied. ‘It’s a bloodbath.’

      Peering over her PPE-clad head, Brian traced the maroon tracks to a large puddle that had pooled around the island. The edges of another pool peeked from behind it. They looked impossibly dark against the off-white tiles. A forensic technician was busying herself on the countertop, dusting the knife block for prints. Six slots and only five knives in the block.

      That’s where the attack must’ve started, he thought. But why go to the trouble of dragging him from the kitchen to the living room, and then just leave him there? Then, aloud to Pam: ‘Have they found the knife?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Pam replied.

      Brian turned back to Higgins’s body.

      ‘The broken neck looks like it might’ve happened post-mortem,’ Pam said, anticipating his next question. ‘Though, I’ll have to confirm.’

      ‘And the time of death?’ he said. ‘Can you tell?’

      ‘Six to twelve hours, based on rigor mortis,’ she replied. ‘So sometime between two and eight a.m.’

      Brian mulled this over. It was a fairly wide window, but it was something. And, at this stage of the investigation, he’d take all the somethings he could get. There’s a reason why the first forty-eight hours of a murder investigation are critical. Leads are fragile things that go cold quicker than water in an Arctic storm. The sooner he could find them and see where they took him, the better.

      ‘The post-mortem might help narrow things down,’ Pam said, once again anticipating his thoughts.

      She looked up at him, head cocked.

      ‘How are you doing?’ she asked. ‘It’s good to have you back.’

      She reached out. Squeezed his upper arm briefly. Her hand felt pleasantly warm, even through the glove and the layer of PPE over his suit.

      There was a faint stirring in his stomach and a tickle in his throat. ‘Erm, I …’ he said, flustered. He coughed. ‘I’m⁠—’

      ‘Ma’am!’ Stebbings called from the hallway. ‘Ma’am. Please just⁠—’

      Brian turned toward the commotion. A woman with curly brown hair in a charcoal-grey trouser suit was trying to power her way into the living room. Stebbings stepped in front of her, arms wide, trying to use his bulk to block her way, but she walked deftly around him.

      ‘Ma’am, please. You can’t go in there,’ Stebbings pleaded, in a voice that was about as authoritative as a fart in the wind.

      ‘Get out of my way,’ the woman hissed. ‘I have to see him.’

      Stebbings, his face pinched and a deer-in-the-headlights look on his face, made an ineffectual attempt to grab her by the arm.

      ‘Get away from me,’ she yelled, elbowing him. ‘Ray? Ray! Where is he? Ra⁠—’

      The woman, who, given her state, Brian guessed to be Higgins’s wife, froze midway between the doorway and her husband’s supine form. Her throat worked. Her hand flew to her open mouth.

      ‘Oh dear Jesus,’ she whispered in a barely audible croak. ‘Oh, good Lord.’

      Her skin went clammy. Took on a greenish tinge. And, before anyone could stop her, she did the liquid scream on the bloodstained oak floor – to the outraged grunts of one of the forensic techs – spraying ropy, pinkish-orange chunks that must’ve gone down the other way as a smoothie.
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      Brian swerved out of the way in the nick of time, the stream of sick missing him by a bawhair. Higgins’s wife’s skin went from lime green, to dirty grey, to deathly pale. The area under her nose took on a bluish, bruised look. She swayed. Doubled over and retched violently once, twice, three times, until her stomach was empty and she could only bring up foamy runnels of saliva.

      ‘For fuck’s sake!’ Liam said to nobody in particular. ‘A little help here?’

      Her eyes rolled up in their sockets. Brian reached out and caught her before she could fall face first onto her late husband. She slumped into his arms, shaking uncontrollably, her teeth chattering.

      ‘Anyone?’ Liam repeated, his eyes searching the room.

      Several forensic techs had stopped their work and were gaping openly. Brian, his mouth dry, numb, as if he’d just been beaten senseless with a stick⁠—

      It’s Roystonmuir all over again. I almost mistook her for— Oh, for fuck’s sake! ENOUGH!

      —put an arm awkwardly around her and guided her to the dining area at the opposite end of the room. She sank into a deep-green vic chair. Slowly, the shaking subsided, but her eyes were glazed. She was going into shock. Pam, who’d left the room at some point between Higgins’s wife’s first heave and the moment she’d teetered on the edge of faintness, reappeared with a foil blanket and a bottle of water. She placed the water on the mahogany dining table and draped the foil blanket over Higgins’s wife with hands that shook slightly. Brian couldn’t say he blamed her for the uncharacteristic slip of composure.

      ‘I must …’ Pam murmured, nodding toward Higgins’s body.

      ‘Aye. Go ahead,’ Brian whispered.

      He pulled out a chair and sat down next to Higgins’s wife, who had sunk into the blanket and was sipping slowly, the water bottle cradled between her palms. Liam walked around to the other side of the dining table. Sat in a chair opposite Brian.

      Brian wanted to speak to her as soon as possible, but, judging by her reaction, he wasn’t going to get much out of her. Still, he looked on and waited. She sipped some more water, then placed the half-empty bottle carefully on the table. Her hands trembled.

      ‘Mrs Higgins,’ Brian said softly.

      She cleared her throat and looked up at him. Her dark eyes were swimming. But Brian couldn’t help noticing she hadn’t cried.

      It didn’t mean anything, he told himself. People grieved in all sorts of different ways. And she’d clearly had a huge shock.

      Still, it niggled at him. That and the lack of defensive wounds. Higgins seemed rather frail for a man his age. Would she have been able to overpower him?

      ‘Mrs Higgins,’ he tried again. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss. I know this must be incredibly difficult for you, but it would really help if we could ask you some questions.’

      Higgins’s wife made a visible effort to collect herself. Brian swallowed. Wished somebody had brought him some water, too.

      ‘Please,’ she said in a hushed voice. ‘Call me Alice.’

      Brian leaned back in his chair, partly to give her space and partly so he could get a firmer grip on his own emotions.

      Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.

      Stop whining and do your fucking job. Christ alive.

      ‘Alice,’ he repeated. ‘Can we ask you a few questions? About Ray?’

      ‘Please,’ she whispered, her gaze fixed on a fleck of dust on the dining table. ‘How can I help?’ Her mouth had made the right sounds, but she seemed to have barely registered what Brian had just said to her.

      Brian opened his mouth. Closed it. Counted to ten while he focused on his breathing. He’d interviewed dozens, if not hundreds of people in his time as a DI, and he’d got to a point where he rarely had to think too much about what to ask. He operated largely on muscle memory. Jitters or not, this was nothing he couldn’t handle. He glanced at Liam, who raised an eyebrow, then gave a subtle nod of encouragement. Brian looked at Alice and tried again.

      ‘I’m sorry to be blunt,’ he prefaced, ‘but is there anyone you can think of who’d have reason to hurt your husband?’

      His mentor, DI Delia Campbell, a tough-as-nails Glaswegian with a three-pack-a-day Superkings habit, had told him when he was first starting out – God, it felt like an eternity ago – that it made no difference how diplomatically he worded his questions, interviewing a murder victim’s family would always be awkward and unpleasant, so best get on with it. ‘Stoap faffing aboot and get to the point,’ she’d told him from around the cigarette clamped between her teeth. Brian reckoned she was probably right, but he still felt compelled to try and soften the blow.

      Alice bit her lip.

      ‘Alice?’ Liam prodded gently.

      She wrapped the foil blanket tighter around her, clutching it like her life depended on it as she looked down at her lap again.

      ‘No,’ she said, stretching out the syllable so it came out sounding like a wail. She cleared her throat. ‘No.’

      ‘A business rival, maybe?’ Brian insisted. ‘An unhappy client? Or … a special friend?’

      That last one was a shot in the dark. But only up to a point. Stabbing is personal. You have to get up close to do real damage. And the number of stab wounds suggested the killer had not only done that, but had done so while very angry indeed.

      Alice winced. Let go of the foil blanket and folded her hands in her lap. The blanket slid off her shoulders onto the back of the chair with a faint rustling.

      ‘Are you asking me if Ray was having an affair?’ she asked.

      Liam knitted his eyebrows and swallowed.

      ‘Aye.’ Brian grimaced. ‘I know this is tough. But we need to explore all possible avenues.’

      ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head for emphasis, as if she were trying to convince herself. ‘No. Ray wouldn’t do that. We⁠—’

      Her voice wavered, but Brian couldn’t help noticing she hadn’t maintained eye contact. What wasn’t she telling them?

      He changed tack.

      ‘What was Ray’s typical day like?’

      ‘How do you mean?’ she asked.

      ‘His routine. What time did he start work? Where did he work from?’

      This seemed like more solid ground for Alice. She looked up and, this time, held his gaze while she answered.

      ‘He starts— started late and worked late most days,’ she said. ‘He was a penetration tester.’

      ‘What’s that?’ Brian asked. He’d never heard the term before.

      ‘That’s— I mean, he’s never told me much about his work, because most of it is confidential. But, as I understand it, it involves checking clients’ IT systems’ security.’

      Brian nodded. ‘So he never saw clients at home?’

      ‘No. Not that I know of,’ Alice said.

      ‘And how was work going?’ Brian asked. ‘Was he under stress? Was he working on a difficult project? Did he mention a client relationship going sour, perhaps?’

      ‘I, er…’ She faltered. ‘It was fine.’

      ‘So he wasn’t worried over the past few weeks?’ Brian persisted, sensing he was circling around something big. ‘Out of sorts? Or maybe his demeanour changed some other way? We’re just trying to establish if something unusual might have been going on in his life.’

      Alice shook her head.

      ‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘Even something that seems insignificant to you might be important.’

      Alice picked the water bottle up from the dining table. Sipped. Studied Brian.

      ‘He is. Was. Very busy,’ she said, placing the bottle back on the table with a soft clunk. ‘But I wouldn’t say that was unusual. He loved his job. Was good at it. And he was in high demand.’

      Was that an edge of resentment in her tone?

      ‘So you were happy?’ Brian tried.

      ‘Happy?’ Alice repeated flatly, as if she hadn’t understood.

      ‘Aye,’ Brian said. It was a simple enough question. ‘Things were going well between you?’

      ‘Aye,’ Alice replied a tad too readily. Once again, she wasn’t meeting his eye.

      ‘What time did you leave home this morning, Alice?’

      She flushed. ‘You’re not suggesting that I… I…?’

      She didn’t finish. Her right hand fidgeted with the left cuff of her blouse. Her behaviour, the strength of her reaction, and the fact she’d gone straight to thinking he was accusing her of having something to do with her husband’s death made Brian’s spidey senses tingle. Whatever had been going on, she wasn’t telling them the whole story. He was almost certain of it.

      ‘I’m not suggesting anything at all, Alice,’ he said, striking a placatory tone. ‘It’s a routine question. To help us work out a possible timeline of events. Can you walk us through it, please?’

      ‘Well, I-I-I left home at five-thirty this morning,’ she said. ‘Ray was in bed. Still asleep.’

      ‘And is that usual for you?’ Brian asked. ‘Leaving home that early?’

      She flushed again. ‘Aye, I …’

      Her right index finger and thumb tugged at her left cuff and released. Tugged and released. The edge of a fresh, semicircular abrasion, the kind somebody might have made if they’d grabbed her wrist – somebody, say, who was trying to defend himself from a knife attack, or assaulting her so that she had to defend herself with the first weapon she could grab off the kitchen counter – peeked out from beneath her sleeve. Brian filed the information for later. He’d let her chatter on, then wrong-foot her with it. See how she reacted. Unless she was exceptionally skilled at thinking on her feet, he’d know if she was lying.

      ‘I was at the gym,’ she finished, her tone suddenly more confident. ‘They’ll be able to confirm that. I had to punch in with my PIN code and there’d be CCTV. It’s Active Life, off St Kentigern’s Square. Then I went to the office. Whitney and Grayson PR. They’ll be able to confirm I was there until your two officers arrived to tell me about …’

      She shook her head. Swallowed. Her throat made an audible click.

      Brian made a mental note. He recognised Whitney and Grayson. It was a fancy PR firm whose client list was a who’s who of Strathburgh’s rich and famous. They and the gym would have all the proof she needed. But that didn’t put her out of the frame. Given the estimated time of death was 3 a.m. to 8 a.m., Alice could’ve easily done it and left for the gym with time to spare. The question was, did she seem cold-blooded and calculating enough to murder her husband, then go get a workout in before heading to the office? Brian wasn’t so sure. And even if she were, the crime scene suggested that this wasn’t the kind of person the killer was. No. This was somebody who had acted on impulse.

      ‘What happens now?’ Alice said, cutting off his train of thought.

      ‘Well,’ Brian said. ‘We’ll have to take Ray to the Royal. To conduct the post-mortem.’

      She winced.

      ‘We’ll also need your fingerprints and a sample of DNA.’ He forestalled her with his open palm. ‘For elimination purposes. In case the killer left evidence behind. It would also help if we went through his things, to see what we can find.’

      She nodded faintly. Technically, the whole house was a crime scene, so they didn’t need a warrant or her permission to search it. But it would go down much easier if they brought her on board. He looked at Liam, and they both stood up.

      ‘Thank you, Alice,’ Brian said gently. ‘Once again, I’m very sorry for your loss. The family liaison officer will be in touch soon, and we might come back to ask you some further questions when we know more. In the meantime, please call us if you think of anything else.’

      Brian handed her a card and began walking away, Liam in tow, then turned back with an innocent look.

      ‘Och, sorry,’ he said. ‘May I ask how you got that abrasion on your wrist?’

      Alice’s right hand closed protectively over her left arm, just over the wrist, the knuckles white. Her cheeks coloured.

      ‘Och. That?’ she said. ‘It’s, it’s silly, really. I-I-I was playing with Sindy – that’s our dog – and she got overexcited and bit me.’

      It was a rubbish excuse if he’d ever heard one. The wound looked nothing like a dog bite, even to his untrained eye. The dog’s canines would’ve punctured the skin, giving it a distinctive pattern.

      ‘Actually,’ she ploughed on. ‘Where’s Sin⁠—‘

      A SOCO cut her off.

      ‘DI Brandon?’ the tech said, breathless.

      ‘Aye?’

      ‘We found something,’ she said.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘You better come and see.’
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      The bifold doors in the lounge area led to a decked patio with a beige rattan three-seater sofa, two armchairs, and a fire pit under a pergola. Climbing down the patio steps took you to an expanse of grass and strategically placed wooden planters from which sprouted a series of closely packed evergreen shrubs.

      Relishing the chill air, which lightened the oppressive dread that had settled on him like an invisible cloak – noticeably there, but impossible to define or quantify – Brian stepped across the threshold and crossed the garden toward the entrance to the vennel that connected it to the front of the house. A SOCO was snapping photos of the ground with a Nikon digital camera. He moved closer, squinting at the patch of soil the tech was pointing the lens at, wondering what was going on.

      And then he saw it.

      In between the darkening sky and the object being still half buried in the soil and covered in blood that had dried to a shade of maroon, Brian’s eyes hadn’t registered what they were seeing. Then, the Nikon’s flash glinted off a small patch of stainless steel, and Brian made out the triangular, smooth-edged blade of a carving knife.

      The murder weapon. It had to be.

      ‘Dr Grace will confirm whether the blade matches the wounds. Then we’ll check for fingerprints and DNA,’ the SOCO said. ‘If we’re lucky, we might get a match on the PNC.’

      ‘If we’re lucky’ was doing a lot of heavy lifting. Violent acts rarely happen in isolation. People who kill tend to have a history of troubling behaviour leading up to the main event. But that didn’t necessarily mean their killer had already been in trouble with the law. Maybe they’d managed to get away with it so far. Or maybe the solution was staring them right in the face and it was Alice Higgins. They’d have to wait and see.

      When the photographer had finished taking snaps of the knife in situ, another SOCO picked it up carefully with gloved hands and placed it into a clear plastic evidence bag that would be sealed and sent over to the pathologist’s office to be examined and then to the lab for analysis. The black handle with three equidistant stainless-steel handle fasteners was identical to the other five handles jutting out of the knife block on the kitchen counter. The missing knife.

      ‘So the killer attacks Ray Higgins in the kitchen, with a knife from the island,’ Brian told Liam, who nodded agreement. ‘Then they drag him into the lounge area and leave the house through the garden, dumping the knife en route.’

      ‘Aye. Makes sense,’ Liam said.

      But why? Brian pondered. Why move the body, only to abandon it a few feet away from where the murder had taken place? Had the killer been meaning to do something else – make the body disappear, perhaps – but got interrupted? Maybe by the delivery driver?

      He needed to speak to Layton, the Higginses’ neighbour, to get a clearer picture of what he’d seen. And they needed to find the delivery driver as soon as possible.

      Brian scanned the garden. It would be full dark soon, and the SOCOs were hustling so they wouldn’t have to get out the floodlights to carry on with their sweep. But he had a feeling the crime scene had already given them everything it had to give.

      The answers to his questions would probably come from victimology – Ray Higgins’s personal history, background, and what was going on in his life in the run-up to the murder. And from whatever the two witnesses, Layton and the van driver, had to say.

      Feeling a surge of adrenaline at the prospect of beginning the chase, Brian walked back toward the patio door and into the lounge area beyond. It was time to go and speak to Layton to get a first-hand, blow-by-blow account of what he’d seen.

      But, first, there was somewhere else he needed to go.
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      Ray Higgins had been a tidy, methodical man. That was evident. His home office, a nine-foot-by-ten-foot room just off the first-floor landing with a large window overlooking the garden, was meticulously organised and clutter-free. One wall was covered in shelves stacked with technical manuals and non-fiction books he’d sorted alphabetically, by name. The shelves also held an ageing Canon inkjet printer with a stack of printer paper next to it and several award trophies. Irrefutable proof of Higgins’s on-the-job prowess. Penetration Tester of the Year 2020, one of them – a white-and-blue triangular chunk of glass with rounded edges – said in serif-style lettering. Best Cybersecurity Business 2021, proclaimed a rectangular faux-marble plaque.

      Across the room, positioned to make the most of the view but remain shielded from the afternoon glare should the sun decide to make an appearance, was a desk with brushed steel hairpin legs and a pine surface. A large monitor hovered over the desk, hanging from a stand that had been bolted to the desk’s underside. The rest of the ensemble consisted of a keyboard, a mouse, a black pen holder containing two Parker ballpoint pens and three black-and-yellow Staedtler pencils, and a banker’s lamp. On the wall behind the desk hung a metal rack with a display of running medals. Brian moved in for a closer look. Men’s 10K 2019, a star-shaped one with an orange ribbon said. Strathburgh Half Marathon 2021, said another, a chunk of bronze that had been shaped into a crude approximation of the gryphon on the city’s coat of arms.

      ‘Weird,’ Brian muttered, his eyes fixed on the rack.

      ‘What is?’ Liam asked, moving next to him.

      ‘See here?’ he said, pointing at the medals with a stubby finger. ‘There’s two or three of them for every year, starting in 2015. But none from 2022 onward.’

      ‘So?’ Liam asked. ‘Work got too busy and he no longer had time to train.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Brian said. ‘When you’re passionate about something, you make time for it.’

      ‘What are you suggesting, then?’ Liam asked.

      ‘Nothing. At least, not yet,’ Brian said carefully. ‘But it’s interesting, isn’t it? Didn’t he look a tad frail to you?’

      ‘He was stabbed repeatedly to death,’ Liam said. ‘Of course he looked frail.’

      Brian didn’t reply, but the gears were turning. What had happened in 2022 for Higgins to go from running two to three long-distance races a year to none at all? And how did that fit into the wider picture he was trying to piece together?

      There was also another thing that struck him as odd.

      ‘Did you notice?’ he asked Liam.

      ‘Notice what?’

      ‘The photos,’ Brian said. ‘Well, the lack of them.’

      There wasn’t a single photo frame anywhere in the office. No family photos. None of him and his wife together, or of his wife posing. Wouldn’t he have wanted to decorate his workspace with memories of good times? Especially if he worked long hours? A picture was starting to form of a marriage that wasn’t as idyllic as Alice Higgins had tried to imply.

      ‘Look at this, B,’ Liam said, cutting off Brian’s train of thought.

      ‘What?’

      Brian pivoted around. Liam nodded at the desk.

      ‘Monitor. Keyboard. Mouse …’ Liam said.

      ‘But no laptop,’ Brian finished. ‘And that looks like a standalone monitor, not a desktop computer.’

      ‘Spot on,’ Liam said. ‘So where’d the laptop go?’

      Brian scanned the room from one end to the other. In front of the bookshelves, angled away from the window, were a black PU leather lounge chair and ottoman. Empty. Beneath the desk, next to one of the hairpin legs, a wastebasket made of steel mesh. Also empty. Attached to the door, three metal hooks, one with a leather messenger bag hanging from it. Brian crossed toward it in five steps. Rummaged inside. A laptop charger. An A4 Pukka Pad notebook. Brand new and unmarked. Another Parker ballpoint pen. No laptop. The desk didn’t have any drawers where Higgins might have stored it when he wasn’t using it.

      Brian opened the door and walked back out onto the landing. It was a narrow, carpeted hallway⁠—

      Much like… No, stop it. It’s not like it at all. It’s clean. Spotless, for one. There’s no shite smeared on the walls, and no… STOP!

      —with four doors on the left. The one next to Higgins’s office led to a family bathroom. This was followed by two double bedrooms, the last of which Brian guessed to be the master, given that the bed was unmade. Higgins’s everyday clothes – blue jeans with a belt still looped around its waist, a black T-shirt, and a checked button-up shirt – lay in a neat pile on the back of a grey wing chair across from the bed.

      Brian trod slowly into the room, which smelled faintly of body odour, expecting the floorboards to creak and⁠—

      Nothing. nothing’s going to happen.

      The side tables were both as clutter-free as Higgins’s office, empty except for matching lampshades and a digital alarm clock with a big, deep-blue display. He opened each of the four side-table drawers, then checked the closet. Clothes. Underwear. A shaving kit. A bright blue box that held a set of dumbbells. But no laptop.

      He looked at Liam, who just shrugged and shook his head. They crossed the landing and went back downstairs into the main living space, where the crowd of SOCOs had thinned out. Higgins had been bagged and taken away to the mortuary. All that was left of him were smears of dried blood mixed with chunks of his wife’s vomit to make a gruesome stew. Alice sat slumped in the vic chair where they’d left her, staring in front of her with a glazed, faraway look.

      ‘Constable Stebbings,’ Brian said, moving into the hallway. ‘Where’s the evidence log?’

      ‘Em, she has it, sir,’ Stebbings said, pointing to a forensic tech with a clipboard in her hand.

      ‘May I?’ Brian asked her. She handed it over. ‘And everything’s been logged on here already?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ she confirmed.

      He ran his finger down the list, going through each item. No unopened packages or open packaging that would suggest a recent delivery, he observed. So their van driver either hadn’t completed it, or they hadn’t been a delivery driver at all.

      More to the point, no laptop had been logged. And no phone, either.

      Brian sighed. From an investigative perspective, it wasn’t insurmountable. They could get Higgins’s phone records from the network, track down his email provider, and ask social media networks for his account histories. But their disappearance from the scene could be – scratch that, probably was – significant.

      Had the killer taken them?

      And, if they had, what did Higgins have on them – or what did the killer think he had on them – that they’d murder him for it?
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      With that last question ringing in his ears, Brian walked out of the crime scene and stripped off his plastic oversuit. His next stop was to head across the road to speak to Gerald Layton; hopefully the conversation would put them on the right track to start finding some answers.

      ‘What did you make of Alice Higgins?’ Brian asked Liam as he looked right, then left, then stepped off the pavement.

      Liam considered. ‘Everyone reacts to shock differently,’ he said, fussily adjusting the knot of his tie, ‘but there’s something about her behaviour that didn’t sit right with me.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Brian said.

      The fidgeting. The hesitations. The lack of eye contact. Plus, she’d had the means and opportunity. And her explanation for the abrasions on her wrist didn’t ring true.

      But why drag her husband’s body halfway to the garden, then stop? And why take his laptop and phone? That last part, especially, didn’t fit with the theory of a domestic gone too far. Unless she was trying to muddy the waters to throw them off her scent …

      The Laytons’ end-of-terrace had the same L-shape, anthracite UPVC window frames, wrought-iron gate, and neatly manicured lawn as the Higginses’, but the front door was a bright shade of red and, in place of the water feature, there was a well-tended rose bush. To the left, a dark blue Renault Kadjar peeked out from the flagstone driveway.

      Brian swung the gate inward, climbed the three steps to the front door, and rang the bell. Seconds later, the door cracked open just a fraction, revealing a sliver of forest-green cable-knit sweater.

      ‘Aye?’ the voice attached to the sweater said.

      ‘Gerald Layton?’ Brian said.

      ‘Who’s asking?’ the voice replied.

      Brian flashed his warrant card to the small gap between the frame and the door. ‘We understand you have some information about Raymond Higgins’s murder?’

      The red door opened wider, revealing a rotund man in his early fifties with a droopy moustache and a head that was completely bald except for the sides, where the remains of his salt-and-pepper hair stuck out in tufts, giving him the appearance of a mad scientist.

      ‘Aye,’ he said noncommittally, after carefully inspecting Brian’s warrant card.

      They sized each other up. Layton’s brow furrowed. Was that mistrust? Hostility? Or just an unintentionally serious expression?

      ‘May we come in?’ Brian asked when Layton didn’t say anything else.

      ‘I already spoke to the polis,’ Layton replied.

      ‘Aye, I understand,’ Brian said. ‘But it would really help if we went over your statement.’

      ‘We just have a few routine questions, and we’ll be out of your hair,’ Liam added.

      Brian couldn’t help stealing a glance at Layton’s bonce and wincing. Trust Liam to put his foot in it.

      ‘We’ll only take a few minutes of your time,’ Brian reassured him. He spread his lips in what he hoped was a disarming smile.

      Layton sighed. Opened the door wider and stepped aside, motioning the way with his hand. ‘Well, you better come in then, eh?’

      Brian stepped inside the hallway, and he and Liam followed Layton to the main downstairs living area. Unlike the Higginses’, the wall between the kitchen and the living-cum-dining room hadn’t been knocked down to create a single open-plan space. There were no floor-to-ceiling bifolds here, either. Access to the garden was through a solid UPVC door with an opaque window panel. So where the Higginses’ space was bright and airy, this felt cramped.

      Layton pointed toward an overstuffed three-seater sofa where a British bulldog was curled up with its ginormous head cradled in its forepaws. It looked up laconically at Brian with one half-open eye, then promptly went back to sleep, snoring lightly.

      ‘This must be Sindy?’ Brian asked. ‘The Higginses’ dog?’

      ‘Aye,’ Layton said, easing himself into a well-worn black faux-leather armchair with a grunt. ‘Poor thing. She was inconsolable.’

      Of course, he’d only observed her for a few seconds, but, right then, Brian reflected, the dog didn’t look particularly playful or excitable. Certainly not to the point where she’d bite. He took out a battered notebook and a Bic pen from the inside pocket of his suit jacket.

      ‘I take it you were close, then?’ he asked. ‘You and the Higginses?’

      Layton seemed to mull this over.

      ‘I wouldn’t say close,’ he said slowly. ‘But we were friendly. He took my Amazon deliveries a few times when I wasn’t in. I did the same. And we said hello when he was out walking Sindy. Maybe borrowed tools or whatever from each other if we were in a pinch. We didn’t go down the pub or anything like that if that’s what you mean.’

      ‘No, no. Right,’ Brian said. ‘But you liked him?’

      ‘Och, aye,’ Layton said. ‘Lovely man.’

      ‘So how did you come to …’ Brian paused, unsure how to put it. ‘How did you take Sindy? What happened?’

      ‘Ah. Aye,’ Laytoo said. ‘Well, my office window looks out on the street. I was working. You know, mulling things over and staring into space, and I saw the commotion outside, so I went to see what was going on. Spoke to PC, em … whatshisface …’ He snapped his fingers, like the name was on the tip of his tongue but his brain couldn’t quite compute it.

      ‘Stebbings?’ Brian offered.

      ‘Not sure,’ Layton said. ‘Young bloke with a face like he’d spent all morning smelling shite.’

      Brian and Liam couldn’t suppress a smile at Layton’s blunt but fairly accurate description of the young constable.

      ‘Aye, that’s him,’ Brian said. ‘So what is it that you do, Mr Layton? Em, can I call you Gerald?’

      ‘Suit yourself,’ Layton said. He shrugged. The gesture was intended to convey nonchalance, but it came across as vaguely uncomfortable. Brian’s interest was piqued. What was this bloke all about?

      ‘I’m afraid I didn’t catch that,’ Brian prodded gently. ‘What is it you said you do?’

      ‘Och. I’m a consultant,’ he replied. ‘Logistics.’

      Brian waited for him to elaborate. Layton didn’t. Most witnesses were happy to help with a police investigation, especially if the victim of the crime was a neighbour they liked enough to take in their dog. So why wasn’t he being forthcoming? Was it a personality quirk – natural reserve – or did he have something to hide?

      Brian changed tack. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Constable Stebbings said you saw a van stop by the Higginses’ house this morning. Is that right?’

      ‘Aye, that’s right,’ Layton said.

      ‘Can you walk us through it?’ Liam asked, with barely concealed frustration.

      Brian shot him a warning look, but Liam’s face reflected his own feelings; extracting information from Layton was like getting blood out of a stone.

      Layton said nothing.

      ‘Can you walk us through it please, Gerald?’ Brian repeated, unconsciously moving closer to the edge of the sofa.

      ‘Aye, sure,’ Layton said. His forehead creased. ‘I was in the kitchen, making a mug of coffee, and the van parked in front of their gate.’

      ‘What did the van look like?’ Brian asked.

      Layton’s eyes narrowed in concentration. ‘Not sure of the make. It was dark grey, with windows only in the front and all storage in the back.’

      ‘Do you remember what time this was?’ Brian asked, making a note.

      ‘Seven-ish. I think?’ He frowned in concentration. ‘Aye. Give or take.’

      So slap-bang within the time-of-death window, Brian thought. Why were you there? What’s your role in this? To Layton: ‘Did the van have any branding at all?’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Layton’s brow furrowed.

      ‘Like a logo? Company name? A phone number or email, perhaps? Something distinctive that might tell us who the van belonged to.’

      ‘No. Plain dark grey.’

      ‘And did Ray open his door for the driver?’

      ‘No idea.’ Layton shook his head.

      Brian waited. The silence didn’t seem to faze Layton, who looked expectantly at Brian, his hands folded in his lap. Brian made a beckoning gesture with his head, inviting Layton to continue with his account.

      ‘Look,’ Layton said finally. ‘I don’t stand by the kitchen window all day long, spying on my neighbours’ business. I had stuff to do. All I know is the van parked, the driver got out, and when I was back in the kitchen maybe five minutes later, it was already gone. So I didn’t think any of it until the polis arrived and started sticking crime scene tape everywhere.’

      Five minutes or less. Would that have been enough to argue with Higgins, stab him repeatedly, drag him to the living room, hide the knife in the garden, and then leg it back out the front door? No. It sounded thin. The more likely explanation was that the delivery driver had interrupted the killer.

      ‘And you didn’t see anyone else come out of the Higginses’ house?’ Brian asked.

      ‘As I said, I don’t spend my day keeping track of my neighbours’ goings-on.’ Layton shrugged. ‘But no. The only person I recall seeing is Babs. Johnston – that’s the Higginses’ next-door neighbour – leaving in a rush. This was around eight-ish. No idea what happened in between.’

      So the killer had either left earlier, which meant the van driver didn’t interrupt them after all, or they’d slipped out while Layton was in his office.

      ‘Do you live alone?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Afraid so,’ Layton answered. ‘It used to be me and Andrew, my husband. But he passed away three years ago this month. Pancreatic cancer.’

      Layton’s demeanour changed. His eyes misted over. He nodded toward a large, silver-edged frame that had pride of place in the centre of the sideboard. A much trimmer version of him in a kilt, unrecognisable with thick jet-black hair in a side part and no moustache, was smiling widely, his arm around a plump man with similarly styled blonde hair also wearing a kilt.

      He cleared his throat. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Och, no. Please,’ Brian said, reconsidering his opinion of Layton. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

      This explained his brusque manner. He was still grieving.

      ‘Aye. I am, too,’ Layton said.

      ‘Did you get a good look at the van driver, Gerald?’ Brian asked, powering through the awkwardness.

      ‘Not really,’ Layton said. ‘It was dark.’

      ‘Anything you could tell us would help,’ Brian insisted. ‘Clothes. Gender. Distinguishing marks… Moles, scars, tattoos.’

      Layton shrugged. ‘Jeans. Black jacket. Cap. That’s about it. As I said. I didn’t get a good look.’

      Brian made a note, but his heart sank. The cap was unusual enough to grab his attention. It smacked of somebody trying to conceal their face. But thousands of people wore jeans and a black jacket at this time of year. They needed to see the Higginses’ doorbell footage ASAP; it was starting to look like their only hope of getting at least a basic description of their van driver that they could release to the press.

      ‘And I don’t suppose you got the van’s plate number?’ Brian tried, but he could guess the answer to that.

      ‘Not in the habit of taking down random vehicles’ number plates,’ Layton said. ‘It didn’t look to me like there was anything suspicious going on.’

      ‘How did they seem to you as a couple?’ Brian asked, suddenly struck by a thought. ‘The Higginses?’

      Layton gave another one of his shrugs. ‘Didn’t see them together much. And, to be honest, that was fine by me. Ray was a good bloke. But her…’ A shadow flitted across his features. ‘Didn’t care for her much.’

      Brian exchanged a look with Liam. His pulse kicked up a notch.

      ‘How so?’ Liam asked.

      Layton said nothing.

      ‘Why did you not care for her?’ Brian elaborated.

      ‘Walked around like she had a stick up her arse,’ Layton paused. ‘They got into it… this must’ve been, maybe a week ago?’

      Brian and Liam both leaned forward.

      ‘Who?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Ray and the missus. I was in my office. Couldn’t catch what they were saying, but they were loud enough that they caught my attention. She was having a go at him right outside, on the kerb.’

      Ah. So that’s what Alice had been holding back. Was it a one-off, or were things not so rosy in the Higginses’ marriage?

      ‘Did they argue often?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Layton said noncommittally. ‘I only heard them the once, but I wouldn’t put it past her. She sniffed at me like I was a piece of gum that had got stuck to the bottom of her shoe.’

      Brian sighed. This was all very interesting, but they were starting to stray away from facts and into prejudiced conjecture. Time to bring this interview to a close and explore other, hopefully more fruitful, lines of enquiry.

      Wherever the evidence would lead them, though, Brian had a feeling their next conversation with Alice Higgins would be very different from the one they’d just had with her an hour earlier.
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