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I didn’t realise there would be so much blood.

I’ll need a change of clothes.

If I’m going to do more.

If? Of course I’m going to do more. I’ve got to.

At least it worked, though.

No struggling. Easy to pull him out.

But I should have cleaned him after.

I need to get better.

It’s got to be perfect for the big one.

I’ll need more practice.

Another one at least.

It’s got to be just right.

And he’s got to suffer, like that one did.

He felt it. Squirming like that.

He deserved it.

She deserves it.

But the next one’s going to suffer more.
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​Chapter 1
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​February 1982

Flint’s head was banging and his lips were glued to his gums. A wiry hair was stuck between his front teeth. Rolling his head to see his watch set a kaleidoscope spinning inside his skull.

Ten to eight, and it was still dark. Isla stirred beside him. Her back was towards him, one arm stretching out behind her and lying across his belly. It was pressing on his full bladder, and felt podgy when he tried to lift it away. She’s putting on weight, he thought. It suits her, but when did she start biting her nails?

Isla, Isla, Isla. They must have caught the last bus back to Hillhead, or maybe walked? He became aware of how quiet it was, the only sound something scraping at his window. Normally there would be the morning sounds of students rousing. Muffled radios through walls, footsteps in the corridor, and conversations from outside as straggles formed on the way to the refectory or the bus stance.

Turning his head left he was blinded by a dull streetlight. Open curtains hung in limp ripples at either side. They should be mustard yellow, but were offensive pink and too far away. The room was huge, not like the narrow box of space he’d been allocated in the university halls of residence. This wasn’t Esslemont House, he decided.

The blushing curtains were nothing compared to the electric pink of the rumpled candlewick. He’d always preferred the blue one his mother kept for summer. She thought pinks were warmer for winter. The air smelled of his mother, the perfume she’d worn since his infancy. I’m at home. Oh God.

Reality began to surface.

But how did Isla get here, his childhood home in Auchmoor, where he’d been since leaving Aberdeen? He hadn’t seen her since she’d thrown him out.

He could remember being in the Arms last night, as usual. Tich had been there, and flashes of disco lights meant he had gone on somewhere. The Royal Hotel for the Friday night late licence? The rest remained elusive. 

Flint shuffled onto his right side, and the old mattress creaked. A moan emanated from the shape beside him as it shifted. He looked at the back and shoulders presented to him, pale in the rosy hue. Wider, longer.

It wasn’t Isla. Or the familiar disappointment of waking after dreaming about her. Someone else was in his bed.

A wicked smile of guilty pleasure cracked his lips away from his teeth, and he managed to extract the curling hair. He’d pulled, he thought, as Nudge would’ve said. Nudge, his best pal at university, had loads of tales of similar conquests. Some of them were probably true. He wished he could meet Nudge again, in the Dungeon Bar. As memories washed over him, he felt himself drifting back into sleep.

When another movement in the bed beside him brought him back from Aberdeen to Fife, Flint surfaced from a dozy slumber to a restive awareness. Something wasn’t right. Who was it lying beside him? And why did Mum let me sleep in her bed with a strange girl?

Bang!

A crashing tidal wave of horror washed away the doubt he had been floundering in. Paralysed, he didn’t dare breathe. He didn’t care if he drowned.

He could smell his mother and he was between her sheets. Bile filled his mouth and he gagged, his heart punching against his ribcage. How could he be so depraved? How could she? Had he added to the list of men who’d abused her?

Flint let out a deep moan, and the body beside him stirred. Holding himself rigid as his mind writhed with self-loathing, a new burst of adrenaline blew the fog from his head. Ecstatic relief flowed in.

He had waved his mother off in Janet’s car yesterday.

Aunt Janet, his mum’s snobby sister, had invited Eleanor away for a couple of days, to ‘take her out of herself.’ It was now more than four years since Alun had died, Janet had said. Time Eleanor moved on.

Flint smiled as he remembered the cheeky smirks he and his mother had exchanged as she climbed into Janet’s latest car. They both knew his aunt didn’t need to worry about his mother ‘moving on.’

Exhaling, Flint sank into the mattress. He didn’t know who the slumbering girl beside him was, and stifled a guilty laugh. What might she think if she knew he’d mistaken her for his mother? Watching her wide back move rhythmically with her breathing, he felt a transient swell of feeble passion, but his hangover made him sleep before he could summon the energy to reach his arm around her.

###
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The girl was gone when Flint woke and he still didn’t know who she was. The scraping noise went on. Now in daylight he saw spidery branches of a silver birch brushing glass. The sapling he’d watched his neighbour plant all those years ago, now reaching the upstairs window.

Stepping round the creaking floorboard on the landing, he made his way downstairs to the kitchen to gulp icy cold water from the tap. He sat at the red Formica table with empty nausea. There were biscuits in the cupboard above the sink but it was some minutes before he could make himself move again. A few rich teas helped. Idly flicking crumbs into the crack where the drop leaf folded down against the woodchip wall, he remembered eating biscuits at the same table just hours before his father had died. He shivered the thought away before it brought the guilt back.

A welcome noise distracted him, a car door banging shut outside. It can’t be anyone coming here, he thought. Seconds later there was loud rapping at the front door. Flint pulled himself up from his stool and leaned out of the kitchen to see along the hall. A shape shuffled outside the wavy glazed door. Flint stayed out of sight, but instead of going away the figure knocked again and again.

“Flint. Are you in? Flint?” A male voice, muffled but familiar.

Who the hell would visit me? Spake’s in Edinburgh. While Flint wondered, the shape outside crouched down and the low letterbox flapped inward.

“Flint! It’s me, Craig. How’s it going?”

Craig Masson. He hadn’t seen the young policeman since not long after The Mount. The events and emotions of that day now played like a cinema film trailer, key scenes flashing over his mind.

The exciting, terrifying chase around the Fife landscape of his boyhood as he and Masson tracked the killer down. The murderer’s body writhing in its death throes, suspended like a butchered carcass 100 feet up in the winter sky, with a metal spike protruding through its eye socket. Flint’s fears and relief for his mother, after that day’s revelations about her tragic past.

As he swung the door inward Craig Masson stood up, grinning broadly.

“Christ! Flint, what is it about you and being naked? You’ve no excuse this time!”

Now shivering as the February air rushed in to the Auchmoor semi, Flint remembered he was only wearing his Y-Fronts. When they’d escaped the Mount, Flint had only had Craig’s jacket to cover his bottom half.

“Wait there, I’ll find my jeans.” He ran along towards his own ground floor bedroom, before remembering where he’d spent the previous night. About-turning, he pushed past bemused Craig to run up the carpeted stairway.

“I take it your mum’s not in?” said Craig when Flint returned, pulling his Aberdeen University sweatshirt on.

“Err — no. She’s away for a couple of days.”

“I see you’re making sure you look after the place,” said Craig, grinning as they sat down at each end of the kitchen table. Flint realised he must have brought beers back to the house as well as the unnamed girl.

“Fuck! She was smoking,” he said aloud. Three damp fag ends balanced on one of several open Tartan Special cans. The ring pulls were on the floor.

“Entertaining last night?” Craig’s grin was even wider, his eyes glinting cheekily. Weak sunshine through the kitchen window highlighted his prominent ears.

“Aye, just — erm — had a friend round. Heavy night.” He didn’t know why he felt he had to try to hide what had happened.

“You’d better clear that up if you want to invite your girlfriend back again when your mum’s away.” Craig wasn’t pointing at the mess of cans and ash, but out into the hall. And it wasn’t the open condom wrapper on his mum’s velour telephone seat the police constable was presenting as evidence. It was the pair of twisted lace knickers against the skirting board.

“Oh, Jeezuss!”

​###
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“I can’t get over how short your hair is,” said Craig with a grin.

Flint ran his hand over his head. “Aye, and this is it growing back. It was a lot shorter when I was working for the Council.”

Flint had made them coffee. He now put his mug on a coaster and looked out of the living room window at the red Escort parked outside.

“Still enjoying your car, then?”

“Yeah, but I’m saving for a Cortina. A sergeant at work bought the latest model as soon as it was launched. You should see it. I'll not be able to afford a new one, though.”

Flint had almost given up the idea of ever being able to buy a car. He couldn’t even drive. Looking across at the PC, he wished he’d made more effort. It was good to see Craig. They’d kept in touch by letter and phone for a few months while the furore around the Limb Collector continued, but as soon as it died down Flint wanted to forget it all.

But why had Craig turned up now, all of a sudden?

As if he had read Flint’s thoughts, Craig said, “I have today and tomorrow off and I thought I’d take a wee drive.”

“Back to Fife, though?” Flint grinned. “Still breaking the rules? I’m surprised they let you out of Edinburgh after what happened.”

“I got a transfer to Aberdeen nearly a year ago. I think the Lothian chiefs were glad to see the back of me.”

“Aberdeen! You’ve been up there?”

“Yeah. And it’s not too bad. They’re not all sheep shaggers.”

“But how come I never saw you?”

A lash of rain blew hard against the window. Craig was silent for a moment. “Aye, sorry. I was busy, and by the time I got round to looking you up you’d gone. Isla told me.”

Flint winced on hearing Isla’s name spoken out loud. His mum had learned not to mention her soon after Flint returned to Auchmoor.

Looking at the rain outside, Craig said, “She didn’t tell me what happened. Why you left...” 

“It doesn’t matter. I’m over it.”

Neither spoke for a moment, then Craig stood up. “Can I use your toilet? Long drive.”

“Aye.” Flint pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “Upstairs.”

Alone in the living room, Flint’s thoughts jumped back a few months to his life with Isla in Aberdeen.

###
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“For the love of God, Flint! I can’t stand this!”

“What? What’d I do? Sorry. You not sleeping?” Flint went straight back to tortured nothingness. His next awareness was of Isla moving in the kitchenette. He’d never heard of a kitchenette when they found the flat, but agreed that a sink, cooker and fridge in an alcove off the living room didn’t merit more. It was still dark outside their second-floor window. He slipped out of bed and pulled on the heavy Norwegian jumper his mum had embarrassed him with when he got his job in Aberdeen. It was October and the flat was cold already.

“Come back to bed,” he said, entering the living room where Isla was now hunched over the two-bar electric fire.

“I’m going in to work early,” Isla replied without looking round at him. “I’ve been awake half the fucking night again, anyway. I might as well get out of here.”

If she ever swore, he knew it was serious. He must have done it again.

“Was I–?”

She twisted to face him. Without standing up she shrank him with a glare. “Thrashing. Moaning. Kicking your legs up and down. All night. I can’t take much more of it.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know I’m doing it. I—” 

“Shut up. Just do something about it.”

But he hadn’t known what to do. He’d continued in his ways, coming home from work, opening cans of beer or persuading Isla to come out to the Silver Slipper. Without drink, he knew the early part of his night would be awful. The dream would be more vivid and he would remember some of it the next morning. What he dreamt no longer frightened him. What did was the increasing certainty it left that he had killed his father. He’d given up telling Isla: she would only remind him that the Police had cleared him.

In late 1977, when at last Flint had learned the truth, confronting his father led to a fight. Flint had been knocked unconscious, and came round to discover his dad was dead. Isla was right, the Police had proved Alun Flint’s death was a tragic accident, but Flint’s twisted nightmares hinted otherwise. Even hypnosis was now useless in dismissing the dreams, and only blotting himself out with alcohol meant any peace from them. For him, at least.

So the routine continued. Disturbing dreams were followed by unconscious writhing and calling out for help, before eventually he reached an empty blankness that lasted until morning. Then Isla’s ire. And still a nagging doubt about his part in dad’s death.

By November she had had enough. “I love you, Flint, but I can’t do this anymore. You're 23 now and it’s all starting again, as if we’ve gone back years.”

###
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Craig’s clumping down the stairs brought Flint back to Auchmoor.

“So, what are you doing with yourself now? When you’re not picking up women, I mean.”

Flint shook his head, exhaling. “Christ, I’ve never done anything like that before. D’you think she’s alright? I mean, I don’t know what happened.”

Craig laughed. “It looks like she knew what she was doing. You obviously shared a few drinks when you got back here then retired upstairs for what comes naturally.”

“She must’ve brought the rubber johnnie,” said Flint. “It wasn’t mine.”

“There you are, then. She got what she wanted.”

“Jesus, I really can’t remember.”

Craig picked up the mugs. “Can I make us another coffee?”

Flint followed Craig back into the kitchen and started clearing away the cans and fag ends.

After he’d filled the kettle, Craig said, “Anyway, what are you up to? Working?”

“Aye. Hamlyn’s Mill in Cupar. Filling up sacks of animal feed. I know all about calf pellets. It’s fascinating.”

He heard Craig laugh. “Sounds it.”

“It’s fucking freezing as well. The wind cuts through you. The auld bugger I have to work with doesn’t like the dust; keeps every bloody windae open to keep the stoor down.”

“And you’re fair getting back your Fife accent. No other jobs going? What was it you said you were doing in Aberdeen?”

“I got a job with the Council. ‘Parks Department Assistant Manager,’” he said with a sarcastic sneer.

“Sounds OK. Got to start somewhere.”

“They said my botany degree would make me just right for the job. Shite! All I did was check up on guys cutting grass and pruning shrubberies. Fucking shrubberies!”

Craig appeared to smile sympathetically but soon let a laugh escape. “Sorry. You haven’t lost your sense of humour at least. Anyway, I wanted to ask you something. Are you still doing the hypnosis?”

“You must be joking. Look at the trouble it caused me. Why?”

“It was just an idea I had.” Flint thought Craig looked unsure of himself, as if he wanted to ask something but didn’t know how.

“Idea?”

“It’s just — I wondered if — well — you know the dreams you had, and how you thought they meant you were a murderer. Do you think—”

“What the fuck? I don’t want to drag all that up again. And here’s me thinking you’d come to visit your pal. Long way for a ‘wee drive’! I thought you’d just come from Edinburgh. And all along you want to fuck with my head!” Flint was shocked at how quickly his hackles had risen.

“No, I don’t, but — well — you know how you used hypnosis, and you found out why you were dreaming that stuff — and...”

Flint heard the young policeman’s words dry up and could tell Craig was uncomfortable. Shrugging and shaking his head, he said, “If you think I’m going to hypnotise you or anyone else, you can forget it. Hypnotising myself nearly made me go mad. And why the hell d’you want to do that, anyway?”

###
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“And you say this nutter dreams about cutting guys’ nuts off? Fuxake!”

“Well, it might just be the cock — like, err, penis — y’know, rather than the balls. But yeah, ‘genitalia’ it said in the psychiatrist’s report.”

“Aw, just the cock, that’s OK then! Not a nutter after all!” Flint laughed and saw Craig’s face relax. The toast popped up from the toaster and he stood up with their plates and a buttery knife. “But how d’you know he didn’t do it? Kill the guy and stuff his balls in his mouth?”

As Flint buttered more toast and poured a third coffee for each of them, Craig repeated the doubts he had about Ian Soutar’s guilt. “He claims it was the penis he cut off when it was actually just the balls. And he’s too small, not strong enough, y’know.”

“But you said he knew all about the place it happened, I mean the golf course where the body was, and the car and all that. And he confessed. Why the fuck would he confess if he didn’t do it? I’m no detective, Craig, but even I can work it out.”

“The psychiatrist wrote that he’s been having these dreams about cutting off men’s ‘genitalia’ for years. Or at least she thinks they are dreams but he says they might be real.”

Flint was shaking his head and smiling sarcastically. “You’re not making much sense here, y’know.”

“Oh, God, I know it sounds mad. But I can hardly think about anything else. Christ! I’ve got a date with a cracking lassie tomorrow night and I’m bound to be going on about it even to her! It’s driving me nuts.”

Flint was glad of the chance to change the subject. “Tell me more. What’s she like?”

“She’s the sister of my mate at work, the guy I’m teamed up with.”

“Lucky bugger! I never meet anyone stuck here. I’m not much of a catch anyway, stinking of cattle feed.”

It was Craig’s turn to grin ironically. He stood up, opened the litter bin and pointed in. “Err — you did OK last night!” Reflected in the chrome of the underside of the bin lid Flint could see the black lacy knickers the unknown girl had left behind. Stuck to them was the condom wrapper.

“Aye well — that was a one-off. I’ve never done anything like that before. I’ve not thought about anyone since — you know — ” He looked at the floor. “Isla.”

They were quiet for a minute. Then Flint stood up and looked out of the kitchen window.

“But I know how real and scary dreams can be. Even if he did cut the guy’s cock off, I feel a bit sorry for your man in the jail.”

“Balls, not cock. But anyway, that doesn’t matter. If his dreams make him believe he did it, maybe that’s why he confessed.” Flint didn’t say anything, and Craig continued. “The psychiatrist said he needs therapy to get to the bottom of the dreams.”

Flint turned round from the window. “I’m not fucking hypnotising him! Anyway, they wouldn’t let some amateur do it!”

“Aye, I know, but I just wanted your opinion.” Craig’s head was down.

“Forget it. I can’t believe you drove all the way from Aberdeen to ask that!”

Staring at his clasped hands, Craig spoke quietly. “There’s another one. The exact same thing — balls cut off and head smashed — that guy from Cupar. They found his body a year ago. At Tentsmuir. Just the same.”

Flint stood shaking his head, his eyes fixed on Craig. “Naw! Fuck, you’re taking that too far. Don’t tell me you think there’s another serial killer?”

###
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When Craig Masson had left to drive back to Aberdeen, Flint had a bath, went for some chips, and spent an hour tidying up the house. His mum would be back the next day, and though she might have been glad to hear he’d had a visit from Craig, he didn’t think she’d want to know about the unknown girl. He emptied the kitchen bin and left the windows open as long as he could bear the cold, trying to get rid of the smell of cigarettes.

He smiled to himself, thinking how Eleanor Flint’s life had improved in the four years since his dad had died. Far from being a lonely widow as her sister Janet thought, Flint knew she had transformed herself. No longer the timid, cowed victim in Flint’s childhood.

How the ongoing deception of Janet had started Flint couldn’t quite remember, but it had become a shared joke between him and his mum. It would have surprised Janet that Eleanor and Granville Sutton had kept in touch after Alun Flint’s death. If she knew that within a few months they had rekindled a secret love they’d shared years before, Janet would have shit a brick, Flint thought.

And if Janet ever did find out, he knew his mum would handle his aunt’s disapproval with a new confidence. He wondered what Janet’s ‘taking Eleanor out of herself’ would have entailed. He strongly suspected it would have meant an opportunity for Janet to visit her favourite Edinburgh shops.
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Four months earlier

1st October 1981

Detective Constable Barry Cummings tried not to look as a hulk of a man in a green gown carried a shining steel tray past him. The man started to wash out the contents of an opened colon in a deep, white sink.

From the dissecting table to his left, Barry heard the pathologist’s voice. “George, I have to say you’ve excelled yourself this morning. The reek in here is about turning my stomach.”

“Sorry, Bill,” said the hulk from the sink, “D’you want me to open a windae?”

Thank God, Barry thought, his hopes rising. I don’t know how they can stand the heat and the stench in here.

“Don’t let the cold in. Just breathe the other way, for God’s sake,” said the pathologist. In pin stripes and neat white coat, Dr Bill McHardy leaned closer over the corpse in front of him. 

When George, the mortuary assistant, walked back past him Barry discovered what McHardy was objecting to. It wasn’t strong chemicals and putrid gut contents. A fug of stale beer fumes dominated the atmosphere.

Barry remembered where he had seen the mortuary assistant before. The Black Sabbath t-shirt, the fat backside hanging over the sides a Prince of Wales bar stool. Come to think of it, George’s occupation might explain the acrid smell that sometimes affected the far end of the long bar. 

“Detective, you might want to see this.”

Bill McHardy’s words drew Barry’s attention back to the gruesome task the forensic pathologist was poring over. With his nose almost touching the forehead of the corpse, he appeared to be probing into its mouth. Keeping his eyes aimed over the body at the pale green wall above, Barry edged forward a little, but McHardy waved impatiently.

“Come on, man! Get in close, you’ll love this. If these are what I think they are you’ll remember them forever.”

Trying to hold his breath, Barry took two small steps forward.

“Here we go. As I thought. It’s like delivering twins.”

What on earth is he on about?

“That explains where they went!”

Barry had to look. With a pair of forceps, McHardy was carefully withdrawing something purple from the corpse’s mouth. With a pop and a slurp, a walnut-size lump appeared. McHardy suspended it in mid air, smiling as the looked over his glasses at DC Cummings.

“What the f..? Oh, sorry, sir. I mean...”

“Give me a sec. I’ll have the second twin out in no time, then you can give them names.”

The pathologist put the orb carefully onto a green sheet — it looked like a ripe plum — and seconds later his gloved hand placed another beside it. Briefly distracted from his disgust, Barry couldn’t help being reminded of the smudged attempts at still-life paintings on the wall of the art classroom at St Machar Academy.

As it dawned on him what he might be looking at, Barry Cummings felt sick. Holding on to the cold edge of the steel table, he felt a shrinking between his legs. Reflexly, one hand moved to cover his crotch. George moved round from the sink to lean in for a closer look.

“Christ! I’ve never seen that before.”

“Well, Detective, you’ll be able to report back that while they weren’t quite in the usual order, all his body parts were present and correct. If you’d like to look down here, you’ll see how neatly the work was done.” With the glinting forceps, McHardy led Barry’s reluctant gaze down over the torso and abdomen. Deftly, the pathologist pulled bloodless flaps of floppy skin aside to display the inside of an empty scrotum.

The dam burst. Barry’s breakfast bacon softie travelled back up his gullet, mixed with stomach acid. When he turned back round from the huge porcelain sink, wiping from his chin a swinging slaver of mucoid sick, George was guffawing.

A sympathetic look on McHardy’s face was spoiled by upturned corners of his mouth. “It’s alright, laddie, it often happens. But I’m afraid there’s more. You’ll need to see this. It’ll be important in your report.”

Still facing the wall above the sink, Barry fixed his eyes on cracks in the green paint, trying to focus and prepare himself for whatever else Dr McHardy could want him to look at.

“George, could you lift his head for me for a moment, please?” McHardy said to his assistant. Barry relaxed a little. He wasn’t going to have to look down there again. When he turned, George had a thick arm under the corpse’s shoulders and with his other hand was supporting the neck to elevate the head. Barry was relieved to see that sheets covered the empty chest cavity and abdomen, and what lay below.

“Round here, Constable.” McHardy beckoned Barry round the head of the dissecting table. The face on the cadaver looked different now that its mouth was empty. Relaxed, unblemished, eyes closed, he could have been asleep. But as the right side of his head came into view Barry tried not to recoil, hoping he wouldn’t embarrass himself again. The first thing he saw was a stain on the green sheet. Above it, towards the back of the head there was a crater the size of a golf ball, its jagged margins smoothed by congealed, bloody hair. It was shocking after the serenity of the face.

When he made himself speak, he thought his voice sounded like he was talking through a cardboard tube, muffled but loud. He hoped to be professional.

“Can I report back that the man was killed by the damage to his head, and then the killer cut off his — er — you know — and put them in his mouth, sir?”

“Very good assumption, Constable, but that’s just it, you see. Wrong way round. Look.” McHardy waved him along the table to where he was standing. He drew back the sheets to reveal the man’s groin and legs. “See? Blood. Lots of it.”

The insides of the thighs were blackened by dried blood, and scattered spots fanned out in disordered lines that reached as far as the dead man’s knees.

“When this man’s scrotum was sliced open, when his ‘you knows’ as you call them were removed, his blood was circulating well. He was alive.” Dr McHardy had a satisfied grin on his face.
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​​​Chapter 3
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Barry Cummings was still feeling sick half an hour later when he walked into Grampian Police HQ in Queen Street. He was now beginning to understand why witnessing the post mortem had been delegated to him.

Detective Sergeant Alan McCann looked up from his desk and blew out smoke. “Aye, yer lookin’ a bittie green about the gills, man. I can’t stand the smell in that place.”

“Thanks, Sarge. Yeah — um — interesting.”

It was less than a month since he’d been told he was to be made detective, and Barry was still unsure about McCann. He was sure Detective Chief Inspector Blackie had meant them both to attend, but McCann had made Barry go to Foresterhill alone.

Blackie still wasn’t referring to the death as a murder, even though the mutilated body seemed to make it more obvious than the shiny cyst on Blackie’s forehead. Now that Barry could report back that there was no way the injuries could have been self-inflicted or accidental, he guessed they would officially be investigating a murder. His first. Feeling excited and important, he was even able to ignore the lingering smell in his nostrils and the sting at the back of his throat.

“The doctor said it’s definitely murder, Sarge.” Barry looked at his notebook and continued, “‘Massive blunt force trauma to the head,’ that was what he told me was the cause of death. But there’s more. Should I go and tell DCI Blackie, Sarge?”

“No, just write everything up. I’ll let him know it’s been confirmed. We’ll get the formal PM report on paper tomorrow, most likely.”

Barry was disappointed. He’d have liked the chance to report the news directly to the boss.

McCann stubbed out his cigarette and lit another before he lifted the phone. Barry sat down and started writing, listening in as McCann spoke to DCI Blackie.

“DS McCann here, sir. The pathologist has told me it’s a definite murder, sir. ‘Massive blunt force trauma to the head,’ he said, and no way it could have been any sort of accident.”

Told me, thought Barry. He shook his head and decided he was going to use that trick one day.

Half an hour later he gave his report to McCann to read over.

“Jesus H Christ! Balls in the mouth? Bloody hell. And that was done while he was alive? Why didn’t you tell me? I’ll need to let the boss know.”

“You didn’t give me a chance, Sarge.” Barry smirked to himself as McCann lifted the phone again. Seconds later DCI Blackie flung his office door open and shouted.

“For Christ’s sake, McCann, why didn’t you tell me that? I’ve already spoken to the Super and told him it was just the head injury. You didn’t think castration was worth mentioning? See one of them every day, do you?”

“Sorry, sir, I—” 

Blackie slammed his door.

###
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Barry needed a lager. He hurried straight along from Queen Street after his shift. The Blue Lamp was unusually quiet when he walked in, but the pub would get really busy after the Dons match. He was still buzzing about being involved in a murder case. DCI Blackie had been instructed to put a team together. They would all gather the next day at nine o’clock to review progress.

His first few mouthfuls of lager did little to wash away the lingering taste of sick and formaldehyde, and he asked for a packet of tomato sauce crisps. As he was opening them, Davy Jepson walked in. He waved at Barry and came to sit on the next bar stool, his hand reaching out to the crisp packet.

“Don’t mind if I do, thanks. And a fine pint of McEwan’s Lager, please.”

“Cheeky bugger. It’s your round.”

“C’mon, man!” said Davy, “you can afford it now, seein’ as your mixin’ wi’ the grown-ups.”

Barry was still on the same salary as his uniform PC colleagues but he liked the idea that they would see his move into CID as a promotion.

“Ach, OK, since it’s just you, Davy. As long as you get me a date wi’ your sister.” He waved to the bar owner and ordered two more pints. “Anyway, how come you’re not at Pittodrie?”

“I couldna get a ticket. European games sell out quick.” Davy was a big Dons fan. After lighting a cigarette, he went on. “Anyway, fit’s it like, min? Bein’ oot o’ uniform?”

Barry and Davy had lived a few blocks apart on Hilton Terrace, and been in the same class at Woodside Primary School. 

“Still finding my feet a bit, I must admit. But I’ll get there. Blackie likes me, that helps.”

“DCI Blackie?”

“Aye. He wanted me on his team.”

“Wait ’til he finds out you’re a lazy bas...” Davy stopped mid-sentence and grinned.

The pub was beginning to fill up. A man in a brown suede jacket edged past to sit at the next table. “Can I take one of those?” he said, reaching in front of Davy for a beer mat and placing it under his pint.

“Aye, help yersel’, min.”

“Wait ’til you hear this, Davy.” Barry leant forward and spoke more quietly. “You know how they found that body out at Girdle Ness?”

“On the golf course? Aye, just this morning.”

“Well, you should have seen what they did tae him.”

“Was it definitely a murder, then? That’s going to make us all busy. Who’s the SIO? Christ! If Blackie gets it, you’ll be working a murder already.”

“Shut up, listen tae this. I am on the case, and in fact, I got to go to the PM.”

“Jeez. Did you puke? Did you have tae watch it all?”

Barry sat back proudly. “Aye, it’s no bother. Quite interesting, really. All pretty routine. But listen to this. He’d had his bits cut off.” He pointed towards his groin.

Davy put his pint down. “You mean — his — wedding tackle? Surely no’!”

“Aye, I’m tellin’ you. But that’s not the best bit, they found—”

“You mean that’s how the mannie died? Jeez!” Davy was still shaking his head at the thought.

“Nope,” said Barry, smugly. “The cause of death was ‘massive blunt force trauma to the head’, actually, and it was obvious that the guy was still alive when his bits were chopped off. He’d have seen it happening.”

“Aw! Jeezuss Christ!” Davy’s hands shot down under the table to cover his groin.

Barry was still itching to see his pal’s reaction to the next detail, but he waited until Davy had dared to lift one hand to take a mouthful of lager.

“And what he’d had chopped off was stuffed in his mouth.”

“Fuck!”

The man in brown suede left a third of his pint and stood up before hurrying to the door.

“Haha! I think we might have put that loon off his Guinness.”

Barry was looking the other way. A girl with a Princess Di hairstyle had bent down to pick up something she’d dropped.

###
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Tom Jordan couldn’t find a cab. His car was parked about half a mile away outside his flat, and he thought it would waste time walking there. But it turned out to be just as far to the taxi rank in Back Wynd. Not for the first time he cursed Aberdeen and his decision to move north.

“How come there’s hardly any cabs?” he complained to the driver as they made their way up Union Street.

“Plenty taxis, min. Fit’s yer hurry?”

This really is a dump, thought Jordan. He sat back in the seat and pulled his notebook out of his inside pocket. As the car turned into Rose Street, the driver said over his shoulder, “Writing a letter to yer girlfriend, loon?”

Distracted from his scribbling, Jordan said, “No, this is work. How long will it take to get to the Lang Stracht?”

“Ye dinna ken Aberdeen well, son? I didna think it. It’s the accent, ken. I can aye tell. Ye fae Glasgow? Edinburgh?”

Jordan hadn’t caught much of what the man had said, and decided explaining he had lived and worked in both cities seemed pointless. Sitting quietly was easier, and he went back to his paper and pencil.

“Suit yersel, min.” Jordan then heard the driver mutter what he thought was ‘bloody ootsiders’.

Why the hell did I move here?

He’d been in Aberdeen three months and was regretting the move. The city and its people had been something of a culture shock to him when he’d left the central belt, but the contrasts between the Daily Record and the P&J were even more stark. He’d thoroughly enjoyed his two years at the Record as a junior crime reporter. Here in Aberdeen, although nominally a more senior position and certainly a much better salary, he had been disappointed by the relative lack of big news. The odd fatal fight between Peterhead fishermen and housebreakings in Torry were small beer compared with the steady flow of stories he’d written about organised drugs gangs in Edinburgh and Glasgow.

But tonight, luck might have been on his side. He had a potential story he could claim as his own. He just had to write it up and get it to the editor by the nine o’clock deadline. But if he missed the first edition of tomorrow’s P&J someone else might break the story.

I don’t need to make my own luck this time, he thought as he walked through the main doors of the The Press and Journal offices. The clock on the office wall said eight twenty-three.
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​​​Chapter 4
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Friday 2nd October 1981

Craig Masson counted eleven policemen gathered in the incident room for the nine o’clock briefing. Detective Superintendent Charles ‘Chic’ Morrice called their attention by knocking on the desk. At six foot seven, he had to bend down to reach it.

Behind him, a noticeboard bore four photographs. From where Craig sat the faces of two men were unclear, but there was an image of a body lying beside a red car, and one of the car itself, a Ford Escort Mark 2. The T-registration plate showed Craig it was a 1978 model, and his practised eye told him it was a Popular Plus. His own red Escort was three years older, but it was an XL.

When he arrived on duty, PC Masson had been told to be ready to assist the murder investigation team being set up by the superintendent. In the room he could see a number of other PCs he knew, and guessed that like him they had been seconded from their own teams. All he had heard was that yesterday a body had been found on a golf course near Torry. When he arrived that morning the Queen Street HQ was alive with anticipation. Murder had been confirmed.

When Morrice spoke, there was absolute silence.

“You all know by now we are dealing with a murder. On Wednesday, the body of a man, as yet unidentified, was found on Balnagask Golf Course out at Girdle Ness. The man is in his fifties, and had suffered massive trauma to his head. Bill McHardy says in his report that the weapon was possibly a hammer. Multiple blows, all concentrated on one area of the skull. But before he died his genitalia were mutilated, and body parts were placed in his mouth.” Muttering and intakes of breath filled a short pause in Morrice’s account. “It’s a strange one, and we’re looking for a real nutter. The pathologist estimated the time of death to be between twenty-one hundred hours and midnight the night before, 29th September.” He looked around his rapt audience. “Any questions so far?”

After a few seconds a hand went up.

“Yes, DS Ovenstone?”

The officer who rose to speak was stocky, with a small bald patch. Craig didn’t know him and wondered if he was based at Bucksburn.

“We have the car reg, sir. Is it the victim’s car?”

“The car is registered to an Ivan Skilling, at an address in Newmachar, but so far there has been no reply at the house, and near neighbours have as yet shed no light on the occupant or the car. We can’t be sure it’s him.” Morrice looked to his right. “DCI Stuart Blackie will be the SIO.”

Blackie stood up and faced the room as Morrice continued, “and his core team will be DS Ovenstone, DS McCann and DC Cummings.”

Barry bloody Cummings! thought Craig Masson. Cummings had been one of the first PCs Craig had met when he’d arrived in Aberdeen. Despite being two or three years younger than Craig, it had been clear from the start that he’d viewed Craig as a rival, if not a threat. Craig’s attempts to fit in had been, it seemed, deliberately thwarted by Cummings, who taunted him for not being fluent in Doric. Several times he referred to Craig as “Fae Ootbye”*, to emphasise his incomer status.

Morrice moved aside, letting DCI Blackie take over. Craig thought Blackie looked about forty. His thick curls were greying and receding from his forehead and his shirt strained against his belly.

“Two priorities: confirm the identity of the victim and find the murder weapon, presumably a hammer. There’s already been a search of the immediate surrounding area, and the car has been removed for forensics to take a good look at it. I want to press them on that.” He pointed towards McCann and said, “Alan, you and DC Cummings work on the car and arrange a proper search of the locus. And check at the golf club to see if anyone reported anything. They must have greenkeepers — start with them.”

Blackie now looked over the room. “DS Ovenstone, stand up again, will you?”

Ovenstone stood up smartly. Heads turned and there were one or two nodded greetings.

“This is DS Murray Ovenstone, Bucksburn Station. DS Ovenstone is here in the absence of DI Maggie Sangster who’s on sick leave.”

Craig heard a murmur behind him from near where Barry Cummings sat. He thought he heard the words ‘women’s trouble,’ and a snigger.

“Murray, I’d like you to concentrate on confirming the ID.”

“I’ll get on to DVLA, sir. Ask them for any other addresses for Mr Skilling. We might find some of his relatives. Have we got good pictures of his face, sir?”

Blackie pointed at the notice board. “One’s from SOCOs, and the one without swollen cheeks is from the pathologist.” There were groans of disgust and a few muted laughs before Blackie continued. “Now, before we all get to work, has anyone got any questions?”

Craig Masson put his hand up. “Has the operation been given a title, sir?”

He heard muttering behind him, and ‘bloody Edinburgh’, and, ‘thinks he’s in the Met’.

“For now let’s just say it’s unnamed.”

Blackie was turning away when Barry Cummings called out, “Operation Nae Baws!” Immediate laughter broke out and Chic Morrice had a smile on his face while Stuart Blackie tried to look furious. Morrice stood up.

“Enough. Get to work.”

*(Some notes on Doric Scots are included in a

Glossary at the end of Flowers for the Slaughterman)
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​​​Chapter 5
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It was cold, wet and very windy out on Balnagask golf course. DC Barry Cummings was delighted. After a quick look around the taped-off area where the car and body had been found, he and DS McCann had retreated to the relative warmth of the car, but six uniformed PCs had to brave the elements. Barry smiled as he watched them slowly searching the rough between the second fairway and Greyhope Road, which skirts around a wide promontory to the south of Aberdeen harbour. Through the misting windscreen, he could just see the white tower of Girdle Ness lighthouse. Beyond the tower and out of sight near the rocky shoreline he knew there was a huge red foghorn. Directed seawards, its deep, penetrating lament could vibrate eardrums miles inland as well as out to sea. An effective warning to approaching vessels, the lowing of the “Torry Coo” also meant Aberdonians didn’t need to open the curtains to know it was a foggy morning.

“If this was six weeks ago you’d be out there, Barry. Glad you’re not in uniform nowadays?”

“Aye, Sarge. Those poor bastards’ll be soaked through,” he said, laughing.

“Drop the ‘sarge’ when it’s just the two of us, Barry. Right, I’ve seen enough here, take me round to the golf club and let’s see if anyone there knows anything.”

They found the small clubhouse closed, but nearby a man in overalls was crouched down, working on a mower outside a wooden hut.

“I’m DS McCann. Can I ask you some questions?”

The man didn’t look up from the blades he was cleaning. “I’ve nae been here the last couple o’ days. I dinna ken nuthin’ about the body.”

“Has anything been found on the course? Handed in?”

“No.”

“How do you know? If you weren’t here yesterday.”

“I’d have heard.”

“Is that your store shed? Where you keep tools? Anything missing?”

“I telt ye. I wisna here.”

McCann said nothing, and stared at the man, who eventually stood up and walked round the big tractor-drawn mower to open the wooden doors of the shed.

“Help yersels, why don’t ye.” The man spat into a rusting oil drum.

McCann waved Barry into the shed. By the light of his torch, he could see three smaller mowers lined up along one side of the shed, leaving space enough to store the tractor mower. On a bench at the back stood assorted cans of oil, petrol and paint, and above it a rack for hanging tools. Screwdrivers, spanners, and pliers, but no hammer.

Back outside he told McCann what he’d found.

“Where’s your hammer? You must have a hammer,” said McCann to the greenkeeper.

The man reached down beside him and lifted a claw hammer with a thick wooden handle.

“We’ll take that,” said McCann reaching out with an evidence bag in his gloved hands. “Put it in here.”

“No chance,” said the greenkeeper, “I need that.”

“Want me to arrest you for obstructing an investigation?”

Barry Cummings stepped forward, ready to assist, and the man meekly dropped the hammer into the bag, shaking his head and muttering.

“That’s got to be the murder weapon, Sarge,” said Barry in the car on the way back to Queen Street. “Don’t you think we should have taken him in?”

“Dinna be feel, loon. If he’d used that tae batter the mannie’s heid in he would of got rid of it, nae keep it beside him for us tae find.”

When Barry had parked back at HQ, he asked, “So why did you take the hammer off him?”

“Didna like his attitude,” said McCann, opening the door. He smiled. “And I was needin’ a hammer myself. Saves me going all the way out to B&Q.”

The forensic report on the car was on the notice board in the incident room when Barry and his sergeant got back. It contained little of interest. The only things noted were a letter in the glovebox from a daughter and a toolbox in the boot. There was no blood inside, and although the driver’s side doors had been spattered, most of it had been washed off by the rain. They were able to match the blood type to the victim, though, and their initial impression after examining the scene was confirmed. The victim had been mutilated outside the car, lying half on the rough gravel of the parking area the car had been found in, and half in the long grass of the golf course rough. The man’s fawn-coloured cardigan appeared to have been snagged on the inside car door handle, where loops of thick wool had been found matching a tear in his right sleeve.

“I don’t get it,” said DS McCann. “It looks like he was dragged out of the car, but why didn’t he put up a fight?”

“Drugged?” Barry Cummings was enjoying being involved in solving the case, and sure they would soon be able to tie it up. He still thought it was obvious that the greenkeeper was guilty.

“Aye, most likely drugged. The PM report said ‘toxicology to follow’. We’ll have to wait for the lab tests to know for sure. Might be a day or—”

The door to the Incident Room flew open and crashed into the desk behind it, knocking a mug of cold tea onto the floor. Ceramic shards skidded across the lino under their feet and Barry Cummings saw brown splashes on his pressed grey slacks. Before he could protest a deep voice roared from the doorway.

“Who the fuck did this?”

Chic Morrice stood in the doorway, red-faced and his neck bulging against his white uniform collar. He was waving a newspaper.

“Who the fuck did this? Who spoke to the press? What fucker is responsible for this?”

Morrice was towering over McCann and Cummings, the only two in the room, who stood up dumbly, shaking their heads.

“When I find out who’s behind this, I’ll...” Morrice threw the newspaper on the desk and stormed out.

###
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When Tom Jordan saw his headline in that day’s Evening Express it made up for the disappointment of his piece not making the front page of the morning’s Press and Journal.  He’d finished writing his copy in time but the editor hadn’t been sure enough about it to displace a planned story about job losses. Front page space was also being reserved for the Aberdeen match report. The Dons were expected to progress in Europe.

There was a bonus to having his exclusive held back. It may have been relegated to the Evening Express, but it meant he would have a follow-up piece on the front page of tomorrow’s P&J.

Jordan spread his copy of the Express on the bar of the Prince of Wales with a satisfied smile of pride.

‘GOLF COURSE GORE’, he read. The subheading went on ‘Murder Victim’s Penis Found in his Mouth.’ By Tom Jordan, Crime Reporter.

The editor had refused to have the word ‘penis’ in capitals. He read on through his report which he’d filled out with speculation and sensation. He particularly liked his references to the victim’s ‘blood-red car’, and the possibility that there might be an ‘Aberdeen Ripper’. He had outlined Peter Sutcliffe’s ‘horrific crimes of mutilation’ and the editor had allowed a small picture of heavy-browed Sutcliffe in his wedding day bow tie. The picture had been reproduced a thousand times in the press over the course of the multiple killer’s trial earlier that year. All this padding out of the story was to distract from Jordan’s lack of hard information about the Aberdeen killing, which he grandly referred to as being from ‘reliable police sources’. He’d broken the story, and would have that forever, even though he knew he’d have to fight hard to keep follow-up stories for himself. He was already planning tomorrow’s P&J front page, but knew he’d need to find out more about the case, and that the police would be very unlikely to be cooperative.

For now, though, he was treating himself to a well-deserved afternoon pint.
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​​​Chapter 6
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Word about the leak to the press spread faster than secret gossip. Craig and DS Ovenstone got wind of it over the police radio when they were on their way back from Ivan Skilling’s house in Newmachar. They stopped in Dyce to buy a copy of the Express, and Murray read most of it out as Craig drove. He had felt his stomach lurch when he knew the reporter was Tom Jordan, and felt no better when he read the details for himself back at Queen Street.
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