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Chapter 1


It wasn’t that DI Helen Birch hated Monday mornings, per se. She just wished they didn’t have to be so full of emails. Every Monday morning, she drove towards her office at Fettes Avenue police station with a mounting petulance: she didn’t want to do emails. She had so many other things to do. It wasn’t fair. It certainly wasn’t what she’d signed up to the police force for, over fourteen years ago. And on this particular Monday morning, she’d rather have been anywhere other than in front of her computer screen. It was the second day of September, and still summery. Leaving her little house on the Portobello promenade earlier had felt like a real bind, with the sun already shining full on the beach and the wet sand reflecting it back in stripes of pinkish gold. As she’d driven through town, Birch had passed fluorescent-vested men working in teams to take down Fringe Festival posters and dismantle hoarding. Edinburgh was basking in a quiet, post-Festival glow.


‘And what have I got to do?’ Birch muttered to herself as she flopped into her office chair. ‘Bloody emails, is what.’


She nibbled at the edge of her cardboard coffee cup as she waited for the inbox to load, and show her this Monday’s figure of doom. Seventy-six unread.


‘Really?’ Birch leaned forward and squinted at the number. She hadn’t misread it. ‘Haven’t people got better things to do with their weekends?’


‘Everything okay, marm?’


Birch jumped, then felt herself blush. She’d been caught talking to herself. ‘Jesus, Kato. You ever thought about switching to the other side? You’d make a great cat burglar.’


DC Amy Kato was standing in her office doorway. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I did knock.’


Birch blinked. Amy was wearing her trademark high heels. She must have made a racket, in fact, walking up to the door.


‘Seems I was miles away,’ she said. ‘But don’t worry, nothing’s up. Just . . . having a coffee and feeding my resentment over the great injustices of this life, you know?’


Amy smiled, but then frowned, worried that her boss might not be joking. ‘Yes, marm.’


Birch laughed. ‘Ignore me,’ she said. ‘I’m just being daft. What can I do you for?’


Amy glanced back over her shoulder. ‘I’ve just come through reception,’ she said. ‘There’s a bloke downstairs wanting to report two missing persons.’


‘Two?’


‘Yeah, that’s what he said. Desk sergeant’s sent me up to find someone to talk to him. He says he’ll only speak to someone senior. He seems a bit . . . well, belligerent.’


Birch rolled her eyes. ‘Oh great, one of those.’


‘’fraid so, marm. And you seem to be the only DI in the building who isn’t terribly busy.’


Birch fluttered her eyelashes at her friend. ‘Who, me?’ she said. ‘I’m busy! I’m tied in absolute knots, in fact.’


Amy grinned. ‘You literally just said you were sitting drinking coffee and . . . erm—’


‘Resenting the great injustices of this life, yes, Kato. That’s very important work.’


‘I don’t doubt it.’ Amy was still grinning, but she’d begun to back out of the door again, beckoning Birch to follow. ‘I’m just not sure this gent downstairs would see it that way.’


Birch downed her coffee. ‘All right, all right,’ she said. ‘I’ll just nip to the Ladies and make myself look a little more senior. Tell this guy – what’s his name?’


‘Robertson Bennet.’


Birch raised an eyebrow. ‘Wow, okay, quite the handle. Tell him I’ll be down in five.’


 


Birch flopped down the stairs, having tucked some stray wisps of hair into her ponytail and wiped the lipstick off her front teeth. Waiting for her in reception was perhaps the widest-set man she had ever seen. He wasn’t fat, rather his body looked triangular: huge shoulders and a barrel chest tapered down to a pair of surprisingly small feet. He was also ginger-haired, though more tawny than carrot-topped. He was well groomed, but looked about as Scottish as it was possible for a person to look.


‘Mr Bennet?’


The man looked in her direction. Birch walked across the lobby, her hand extended.


‘DI Helen Birch,’ she said. ‘I came down as soon as I could.’


With some difficulty, the big man unfolded himself from his chair. These days, thanks to Anjan, Birch knew a made-to-measure suit when she saw one. She also noted the giant Rolex on Mr Bennet’s wrist.


‘At last,’ he said, and shook her hand. ‘Robertson Bennet.’ The man paused, and then, as if he couldn’t help himself, added, ‘ReadThis CEO.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ Birch said. She glanced over at the desk, catching the eye of the custody sergeant on duty.


‘John,’ she called over, guessing at the name and apparently getting it right, as the sergeant looked up. ‘Do you have a room free?’


 


Robertson Bennet didn’t seem too impressed by the tiny meeting room Birch had squeezed him into, and he sighed his way through her preliminary questions about his own personal details.


‘In the event that we open a case on this, we need to be able to contact you,’ she said, trying to keep her voice light. ‘I promise you, this is standard procedure for everyone, Mr Bennet.’


Bennet huffed a final time, but coughed up the required information. His accent was unusual: he was Scottish for sure, but with an American inflection. Some of his ts came out like ds. The home address he gave was in California.


‘Now,’ Birch said. ‘I’m going to take notes while you talk, and I may well ask questions as we go to make sure I have all the information I need.’


‘That’s fine.’


‘Great. So, tell me why you’ve come in to see us.’


The man shifted in his seat, settling, showing her he meant business. ‘I want to report two missing persons,’ he said. ‘My parents. They’ve both disappeared.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Birch said. She was doing maths in her head: Bennet’s date of birth made him fifty-eight, though he looked younger. That meant his parents could be pretty elderly. ‘Can you tell me the last time you saw your parents, or had contact with them?’


‘Yes: 1986.’


Birch blinked. She’d been expecting him to say last week. ‘Nineteen eighty-six,’ she said, stringing the words out a little, to check she’d heard him correctly. ‘Over thirty years ago.’


‘That’s right. We’re, ah, we have been . . . estranged.’


Birch was trying not to make a face at the man. Is this a wind-up? she wondered. But no: Bennet looked serious.


‘Tell you what,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to let you talk for a bit. Tell me what’s happened.’


‘Well, basically . . . I’m a computer nerd, Detective Inspector,’ Bennet said. Birch tried to keep her expression even: this wasn’t where she’d expected him to start. ‘One of the original nerds. Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, all those guys – I’m one of those guys.’


Oh God, she thought, this is a wind-up. But Bennet was still speaking.


‘This all started,’ he said, ‘because as a teenager I was all about computing. I read up about it in the library, could see the potential where most people couldn’t – my teachers, the school careers adviser, they all thought it was a fad. I wanted to build robots, that was the dream, had been ever since I was a little boy. So I knew I needed to get into computer programming. When I left school I decided I was moving to the USA. That was where it was all going on back then. My parents were dead against the idea. They were sheltered folks, and they had ambitions for me that they thought were grand: teacher, accountant. They didn’t believe that robotics engineer or computer programmer were real jobs. They were small-minded people, and we got into a lot of fights.’


Birch was nodding. She couldn’t really see where this was going, but Bennet didn’t show any signs of pausing, so she let him speak on.


‘I was still living under their roof in my mid-twenties, and I’d had enough. I was doing menial, meaningless jobs, earning barely anything. They made me pay rent – rent, to live in the family home – deliberately, I think. They didn’t want me saving enough money to move to America. But one day, after a particularly bad fight, I’d had enough. I went to the building society and talked the clerk into letting me empty my father’s account. I used the money to buy a one-way ticket to California. San Jose, to be precise. Silicon Valley.’


‘You stole from them.’ Birch gave him her best let me remind you that you are speaking to a police officer face.


‘Borrowed,’ he said. ‘I even said that to them at the time. That I was going to make something of myself in the US, and I’d be able to pay them back a hundred times over. They didn’t understand.’


He waited, as though expecting Birch to reprimand him. Once upon a time she would have done, and would have reprimanded his parents, too: she used to hate cases where people failed to report obvious, open-and-shut crimes. But these days – thanks to her little brother, Charlie – she felt less able to pass judgement. She understood the logic of covering for a family member.


‘So you left.’


‘I did. That was 1985. I tried to keep in contact with them for the first few months – called home a couple of times, and then later I wrote letters. My mother would talk to me if my father was out, but if he was there he’d make her put the phone down. I never got a letter back from either of them.’


Birch made a note, in shorthand: mother forgave him, father did not. ‘Then what?’ she asked.


At this, Bennet’s face lit up. He sat back in his seat, and spread his hands. He suddenly looked rather like a Bond villain. ‘I made it big, Detective Inspector.’


‘In . . . robotics?’


He laughed. ‘No. No, I never did get to live out my childhood fantasies. I went to work for Xerox, initially.’


‘The photocopier people?’


He laughed again, and pointed a finger at her. Good one. ‘That’s what they’re famous for now, but in the eighties they were all about programming. I worked with them alongside 3Com on Ethernet.’


Birch realised her face must have gone blank.


‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘most people react that way. I worked in . . . connectivity. The early internet. After a while I moved to 3Com itself, then I went solo. Got into dot-coms in the nineties and made my first big money, then went on to start-ups after the bubble burst. These days I’m an apps man.’


Birch’s head felt like it was spinning. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I should tell you I can barely work my phone. Is it important that I understand this stuff?’


Bennet’s smile faded a little: he’d encountered a Luddite. ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘In fact, I ought to get back to the point. My parents.’


‘Yes.’


‘I tried to get back in touch with them, in the early nineties. By that time I’d stopped the calling and the writing. I was busy, and I guess I was mad at them, too, for not understanding. But I decided to get back in touch and pay back what I’d borrowed.’


Stolen, Birch thought, but she didn’t say anything.


‘I called their home number but they never answered. I wrote. I asked them how I could wire them the money. I wrote maybe four times. I never got any reply.’


‘And after that?’


Bennet drew himself up a little taller in his chair. ‘After those four or so letters, I stopped,’ he said. ‘I figured they’d made their decision. They’d cut me off. They didn’t care that I’d done it, that I’d made my way in the world like I always said I would. They never wanted that for me.’


My heart bleeds, Birch thought, looking again at the man’s tailored suit, diamond-studded watch, spotless brogues.


‘That was the last contact I ever made, or tried to make,’ he said. ‘Until now.’


Birch scribbled a note. ‘That was the early nineties, you said? Any chance you remember what year?’


‘It was 1992,’ Bennet said. ‘Maybe.’


‘Okay, Mr Bennet.’ Birch took a deep inhale. ‘Now you’ve decided to make contact with your parents again, can I ask . . . how extensively have you looked for them?’


The man frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, given that you haven’t seen them in over thirty years, isn’t it possible that they’ve simply moved away? Rather than being officially missing, I mean.’


Bennet blinked at her. ‘Well, I hoped you’d find that out for me.’


She fixed him with a look. ‘With respect, Mr Bennet,’ she said, ‘you’ve come to Police Scotland, not Friends Reunited.’


Stop it, Helen, she thought, you’ll end up with a complaint made. But to her surprise, the man smiled.


‘Lordy, your tech knowledge really is rusty, isn’t it, Detective Inspector? Friends Reunited? Really?’


Birch realised she was blushing again, and hated herself for it. ‘What I mean is,’ she said, ‘finding out where people have moved to in recent times doesn’t really fall under the sort of investigative work we do. Perhaps American police officers have the resources at their disposal for such things, but I’m afraid we really don’t.’


Bennet sighed. ‘I’ve done all I can to find them,’ he said. ‘I’ve visited the house. The people living there now have no forwarding address. The real estate agent who sold the house won’t tell me anything because of your data protection laws over here. I’ve tracked their online presence, both of them, not that it amounts to much. They don’t seem to have active social media accounts, no surprise there.’


‘Do you have siblings?’


‘Only child,’ Bennet said.


‘Aunts, uncles? Friends?’


He shrugged. ‘My mother had a sister, but she died when I was a kid. I’ve found a handful of the friends I remember my father having – found them on Facebook, I mean, and tried to get in touch. No dice: mostly their accounts haven’t been logged into in years, so they haven’t seen my messages, or if they have they don’t seem to want to talk. No doubt my parents let them know their side of the story. Maybe they’ve all just died.’


Birch winced. ‘I was going to ask, Mr Bennet,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry to have to do so, but – is it possible your parents could be deceased? I imagine they’d be quite elderly now.’


‘Don’t be sorry.’ Bennet waved a hand. ‘It was the very first thing I checked myself. But I can’t find any death records, any obituaries. Nothing like that. They’ll both be in their eighties now, so, sure, I knew that was a possibility. But they’re not dead, more’s the pity.’


Birch started. Bennet noticed, and let out a short laugh, as though trying to pass the comment off as a joke.


‘Why do you say that, Mr Bennet?’ Birch rolled out the you’re speaking to a police officer face again.


Bennet squirmed. He held up his hands. ‘All right, all right,’ he said. ‘It’s about money, okay? Everything seems to be about money when it comes to my parents. I haven’t been back in Scotland for thirty years or more, never wanted to be – pardon me for saying this, Detective Inspector, but it’s a damned parochial country. So no, I’m not here for some tearful reunion. The fact is . . .’


He was sweating. Birch glanced at the box of tissues on the table between them, but thought better of suggesting he wipe his brow.


‘The fact is,’ he said, ‘I’m here for my inheritance, okay?’










Chapter 2


‘So how did you leave it?’


Amy was sitting on the other side of Birch’s desk, warming her hands around a polystyrene cup of canteen soup. She was so engrossed in the story that she hadn’t so much as taken a sip, though her lunch break was almost over.


‘I sent him away with a flea in his ear,’ Birch said. She glanced up at her office door for about the sixth time, checking it was still closed. ‘Told him his parents were probably in a lovely retirement home somewhere, having a grand old time.’


‘If that’s the case, a private investigator’s what he needs,’ Amy said. ‘Not us.’


Birch nodded. ‘I did hint at that,’ she said, ‘though not in so many words. But I also said that people have a right to privacy. He was a bit upset about data protection. I think he thought he’d be able to sweet-talk people into telling him more than he’s entitled to know.’


Amy did a theatrical eye-roll. ‘Americans,’ she said. ‘Plus, he works in tech, right? The internet? Those guys like to think they can poke into anyone’s business. It’s creepy. I’d swear blind that my phone listens to me. Like, I’ll mention something really random to someone, something I haven’t thought about in years or typed into a search engine maybe ever, and what do you know? The next time I open Facebook there’s an ad in the sidebar for that exact thing. It freaks me out.’


Birch grinned. ‘The wonders of modern technology,’ she said. ‘But yeah, he seemed irritated that his parents weren’t, I don’t know, putting their wee caravan trips to Troon up all over Instagram, or whatever.’


‘Now now, marm.’ Amy wagged a finger. ‘There’re plenty of older people on social media these days, doing all sorts of cool stuff, I’m sure. Don’t be ageist.’


‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ Birch flipped open her sandwich, and wrinkled her nose. ‘But answer me this, Kato: why do they put cucumber in every single sandwich in that bloody canteen?’


Amy was frowning. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d done it deliberately,’ she said.


‘The canteen staff?’


Amy’s frown disappeared, and she raised an eyebrow at Birch. ‘Sure, them too – but I meant Bennet’s parents. Maybe they made themselves un-findable. I sure as hell wouldn’t be interested in hearing from someone who’d nicked all my savings, only son or not.’


‘Hmm.’ Birch was thinking about Charlie again, of the things she’d forgiven her brother for. But not all families were the same.


‘Anyway,’ Amy said, finally taking a mouthful of her soup. ‘One less thing to add to the workload, eh, marm?’


Birch glanced up at the door again. ‘You’re not wrong,’ she said. ‘Like I say, none of this goes any further. I know it hasn’t turned into a case, but you know . . .’


‘Oh come on.’ Amy snorted. ‘You know you can trust little old me. If anyone asks – and nobody will – you told me nothing. He showed up, I came to get you, you talked to him, he left. I’m pretty sure anyone who saw him here would assume he was a crank anyway. That or a lawyer, dressed the way he was.’


Birch allowed herself to think of Anjan Chaudhry – her personal favourite lawyer – and smiled.


‘Oh don’t,’ Amy said. ‘You bloody loved-up types make me sick. Don’t you know I’m perpetually single?’


Birch laughed. ‘Single my eye. You’re out on dates every other night!’


‘Dating doesn’t mean you’re not single.’ Amy looked at her nails. ‘Perusing the menu isn’t the same as eating, is it?’


‘You’re terrible. Those poor men.’


Amy grinned. ‘It’s their own fault for being so disappointing.’


Birch waggled her eyebrows at her friend. ‘Maybe it’s your fault for being so picky?’


‘Pfft, nonsense. You may not realise this, but there aren’t all that many tall, smart, handsome lawyers around. You just got lucky.’


Birch tried not to preen. Amy’s dating record was, admittedly, disastrous. She opened her mouth to wisecrack back, but before she could speak, the phone on her desk rang.


‘DI Birch.’


It was John, the desk sergeant. ‘I’m sorry to bother you, marm,’ he said. His tone was pointed: he was saying it for someone else’s benefit. ‘But your . . . visitor, from earlier. He’s back at reception, and asking to speak to you again.’


Birch’s heart sank, and her face must have done the same, because Amy frowned at her and mouthed, What?


‘There in two shakes, John,’ she said, and put down the receiver.


‘Everything okay?’ Amy asked.


Birch dumped her sandwich on the desk, and stood up. ‘I’m afraid Mr Robertson Bennet is downstairs once more,’ she said.


‘Oh God. Persistent, isn’t he?’


Birch squinted at her laptop to check the time. Bennet had only been gone a couple of hours. ‘Looks to be,’ she said. ‘Come down with me, would you? I’d like a partner on this one, just in case things get . . . vexatious.’


Amy jumped to her feet, and a little splat of soup landed on her jacket sleeve. ‘Damn it,’ she said, swiping at the wet patch. ‘Sorry – I mean, with you all the way.’


 


This time, Bennet didn’t want to wait to be shown into another room. He began speaking as soon as Birch rounded the corner into reception.


‘What if I told you,’ he said, ‘that I believe my mother’s life to be in danger?’


Birch threw a glance to John: we might have trouble on our hands here. He took the hint, and stepped out from behind the desk.


‘I want to report my mother missing,’ Bennet was saying, his voice raised. ‘And I have reason to believe my father may have hurt her.’


Birch had crossed the lobby now, but Bennet didn’t wait for her to speak. Instead, he thrust his mobile phone out towards her, roughly at eye level. ‘A local news report,’ he said, ‘detailing that police were called to a domestic disturbance at my parents’ house, while they still lived there. My father was taken into custody, and my mother to hospital.’


Birch squinted at the screen.


‘In addition,’ Bennet said, ‘I have personal testimony, years of it. My father is a domestic abuser, and I believe that if something bad has happened to my mother, he’s at the bottom of it.’


He was still holding the phone in Birch’s face. She looked past it, fixing her gaze on him. ‘If that is the case, Mr Bennet,’ she said, ‘why didn’t you tell me earlier?’


Bennet lowered the phone. ‘Because I thought you’d help me,’ he said, ‘without needing to know that sort of personal information.’


Birch glanced around. Bennet didn’t seem to grasp the irony in the fact that he was speaking, loudly, in a public space that, along with police personnel, contained a handful of members of the general public. She tried, in her head, to accuse him of fabrication; of nipping out for an hour or so to spin a yarn that might make his case more credible. But she couldn’t.


‘Yes,’ Bennet said, ‘my tech company’s sinking. Yes, I need money. Yes, that’s why I came back to Scotland. But the longer I look for my parents and can’t find them, the longer I think about it, the more I fear that my father has done something to my mother. Something bad. I need to find out if she’s okay. And to do that, you have to let me report her missing.’


Amy was at Birch’s side. John was standing close to Bennet, having placed himself within cuffing distance. Birch looked at all their faces, Amy’s last. The Edinburgh Evening News article that was still visible on Bennet’s phone screen was dated 2013. A while ago, but not ancient history. Bennet’s mother would have been in her seventies then. In her seventies, and hospitalised by her husband.


Birch closed her eyes. Shit. ‘John,’ she said, ‘show Mr Bennet back to Room 03, will you? I’ll nip back to my office and get his previous statement.’


Bennet turned towards John, ready to be led away.


‘Here we go,’ Amy whispered.


Birch gave a grim nod. ‘Oh, and get him a cup of tea, will you, John? This may be a long interview.’










Chapter 3


‘George MacDonald,’ Bennet said. ‘M-a-c. Like the writer.’


This time, Amy was in the little meeting room with them, and she took the notes. She was faster at it than Birch, and used real shorthand, rather than Birch’s own half-made-up version. Birch, meanwhile, asked the questions, and scrutinised Bennet as he spoke.


‘You don’t have the same name as your father,’ she observed.


‘I changed it,’ Bennet said, ‘by deed poll. It wasn’t working for me in America. My birth name was Robert MacDonald. Sounds like a geography teacher. I needed something more . . . tech. More memorable. Google-able.’


‘Interesting,’ Birch said. The name-change sounded like vanity, but then, she’d never had any business sense. ‘And your mother’s name?’


She prayed it was something less ten-a-penny than George MacDonald.


‘Phamie,’ he said.


Amy paused in her scribbling. ‘Spell that for me?’ she said.


‘P-h-a-m-i-e,’ Bennet said. It’s short for Euphemia. But she never went by her full name, always Phamie.’


‘Maiden name?’ Birch asked.


‘Innes.’


Okay, thank goodness. There wouldn’t be all that many Euphemia Inneses around.


Birch nodded to Amy. ‘I have the last known address from Mr Bennet’s previous statement. Morningside, you said, Mr Bennet?’


‘Yes. It’s a terraced house, smallish. Nothing fancy.’


I’ll be the judge of that, Birch thought. Morningside was the city’s most affluent area.


‘Tell us about your father,’ she said.


Bennet took a deep breath. ‘Okay. Well, he was kind of an asshole. I mean, fathers were back when I was growing up . . . they’d got rid of the belt in my school, but you bet your ass it still got used in plenty of folks’ homes.’


Amy scribbled.


‘But in my dad’s case, it was manipulation. My mother didn’t work when I was a little kid, and she had no money of her own, except what he gave her. So he had power over her. She’d get worried sick about him, ’cause he was always disappearing. Sometimes just for an evening, and he’d come back late at night. But sometimes for days at a time. I think he did it just to scare her. Just to remind her that without him, she’d have no way to live.’


‘Where did he go?’ Birch asked. ‘Was he drinking?’


‘Sure, sometimes,’ Bennet said. ‘But no more than most men drink. Mainly he was down at the railway.’


‘The railway?’


‘He was obsessed with trains. He was one of those guys who stand on train platforms and write down when trains come in and go out. I think you still have them here, right? They must be real lone wolves now. But back then it was a hobby. My dad had a bunch of friends who did it.’


‘Trainspotting,’ Amy said, and Bennet laughed.


‘Yeah, that has a whole new meaning now, right? But I swear to God, that’s where he used to go. Hang out with a bunch of other grown men and look at trains. Then go to the pub and talk about trains. He had train sets at home – kids’ toys, though I was never allowed to touch them. He pored over those notebooks of his: stations, engine numbers, timetables. I never understood it. Still don’t.’


Birch wrinkled her nose. She didn’t buy this, entirely. In her experience, men didn’t disappear for days at a time solely because of a hobby. That might be the excuse they gave, but there had to be more to it. Bennet was a kid at the time, and likely to swallow whatever line he was fed.


‘Do you think there might have been anything else keeping your father away from home?’


Bennet sighed. ‘My mother was certain there was another woman, other women, whatever. I don’t think either of us ever saw any evidence of it. She just couldn’t believe he was that fanatical about trains.’


Her and me both, Birch thought.


‘Honestly? Maybe there was other stuff. Women, drink, whatever. But whenever my mother confronted him, she’d get back-handed. Meant she stopped asking where he’d been, pretty quick.’


Beside her, Birch could feel Amy’s resentment towards Bennet’s father glowing, like the heat of a small flame.


‘He always came back, though. It sounds twisted, but I believe he loved my mother more than anything. He was a little obsessed with her, in fact. He’d buy her red roses, treat her like porcelain, especially after . . . they’d fought. He called her his princess. That’s what makes it hard for me to believe there were other women. He loved her so much, in spite of everything.’


You don’t hit someone you love, Birch thought. But Bennet’s father did sound fairly textbook. Domestic abusers often showered their victims with adoration, especially in the wake of an attack.


Across the table, Bennet was musing. ‘I believe,’ he said, ‘that the reason we never got on, my old man and me, was ’cause he was jealous of me. I came along and took her away from him. Took up so much of her attention. He wasn’t the apple of her eye any more.’


Of course, Birch thought. Bennet lived in America: he’d have been to therapy. He had it all figured out. But how could he have left, when he knew his mother was at risk from this man?


‘He wasn’t unusual, you know.’ Bennet had seen what she was thinking. ‘Most of the kids I hung out with, their dads were like him. Bitter. Sometimes violent. Liked to keep to themselves and not be questioned. It was just how men were. Part of the reason I left was, I could see myself getting like that, getting like him, if I stayed working in dead-end jobs, giving up the dreams I had. He was normal, the default. I remember when I was maybe eight, our next-door neighbour had had enough and called the police, saying she’d heard a ruckus. My mother answered the door with a fresh black eye. The policeman said someone had complained about noise, and could you please keep it down in future, Mrs MacDonald? It was that normal of a thing. Expected, even.’


Birch winced. She gave thanks for the past five decades of progress in policing.


‘What did your father do for a living, Mr Bennet?’


Bennet grimaced. ‘Sanitary inspector,’ he said. ‘We did all right financially ’cause he got danger money. Going down in the sewers and stuff.’


‘He worked for the council?’


‘Yes. All the time I lived with him, anyway.’


‘And your mother? You said she didn’t work.’


Bennet nodded. ‘She did after I went to high school,’ he said. ‘She worked for the post office, part time. For pocket money, my dad used to say, though he took it all off her anyway. She’d get paid in cash, and didn’t have a bank account of her own.’


‘Which post office, do you remember?’


‘Bruntsfield,’ Bennet said. ‘I used to walk there and meet her after school sometimes. I went to James Gillespie’s.’


Amy scribbled.


‘Okay. We’re nearly done here, I think. Can I just ask, did either of your parents have any haunts? Places they went often? Places they made an effort to go on trips to, things like that?’


Bennet thought for a moment. ‘My dad went to all sorts of stations,’ he said. ‘Sometimes on his own, and sometimes with his pals. I used to look at his notebooks occasionally, when he was out. Trying to figure out the appeal, or something. He liked to go out to Carstairs, though. He went there most often.’


‘Carstairs?’


‘Yeah. Don’t ask me why.’


‘Any other haunts? Particular pubs?’


‘I know he drank in a pub with a weird name, near Waverley Station – could it be Jingling Georgie?’ Bennet hazarded. ‘He took me in there a couple of times, when I was small.’


‘Geordie.’ Birch sighed inwardly. The Jinglin’ Geordie had cleaned up its act a lot in recent years, but it had been the site of plenty of trouble in its time. It made sense that George MacDonald might drink there. It was the pub historically favoured by railwaymen.


She glanced over at Amy, who’d paused in her note-taking. Birch would fill her in on the pub’s chequered past later.


‘And your mother?’


Bennet laughed. ‘My mother was a home bird,’ he said. ‘Didn’t like to be out on her own, except to take me to school, and then when I was older, to go to work. But those were duties to her, you know? Duty was all she really did. Housework. Gardening. She did love her gardening. But that was pretty much her whole life.’


Honestly, Birch thought. The things women used to have to settle for.


‘The only haunt she had, if you can call it that,’ Bennet said, ‘was the next-door neighbour’s house. Mrs . . . oh, something, it’s too long ago. Next door at number 24. She’d go round there for a cup of tea quite often. They were pals.’


‘You’re sure you can’t remember this woman’s name?’


Bennet frowned, but then shook his head. ‘Nope, it’s gone,’ he said. ‘For ever into the mists of time. Like so many things.’
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Officers were called to an address near Craigs Park Road following reports from neighbours of a ‘serious domestic disturbance’.


When police arrived on the scene, an ambulance was called and a 78-year-old woman was taken to the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary.


A 78-year-old man has been taken into custody. Police Scotland have declined to comment at this time.










Chapter 4


Birch left the office a little early that night, to allow for the drive to HMP Low Moss. She didn’t usually go to the jail on a Monday: the Sunday Family and Friends session was her favourite. The prison wasn’t as busy on a Sunday, and something about the sabbath day seemed to leak in through the high fences and concrete. From 3.30 p.m. to 4.30 p.m. every week, inmates from all halls of HMP Low Moss were ushered into the Visit Room, and allowed to sit with their mammies and aunties and weans in a special kind of Sunday afternoon hush. Birch was there every week, without fail: as faithful to the jail as her mother had been to the good old Church of Scotland. But that Saturday afternoon, she’d received a phone call to say that Charlie wouldn’t be available for his usual Sunday visit, and would she be able to attend one of the week-night visits? Birch had pressed for a reason, but the prison officer was tight-lipped. She had no choice but to agree to it, but as she locked her car in the prison car park she felt a sting of irritation. She didn’t like having to cut out of work early, but she was always there for the full hour of visiting. She was, after all, the only visitor her little brother ever got.


‘Evening, Tommy.’


Birch approached the reception desk with her well-practised smile pasted on. The screws weren’t keen on her: as a police officer, she was tricky to accommodate. She knew more about how prisons worked than the average visitor. She wasn’t intimidated by the metal detectors and the keyfobs and the doors upon doors upon doors. Trickiest of all: there were men in this prison that she’d put away. A couple were good-natured about it: one would even smile and wave if he was there when she walked into the Visit Room. But her presence in the jail each week made the screws stand up just that little bit straighter, hands hovering near their radio packs, just in case.


Officer Tommy Swinton sometimes manned the reception on Sundays, so knew her well. He gave her a tight smile. ‘Inspector Birch,’ he said, and held out his hand.


Birch passed over her ID to be logged in the system, and then stood still. There was a click as Tommy took her photo with the little webcam-style camera suspended over the reception desk.


‘Handbag,’ he said. ‘Pockets.’


He placed a grey plastic tray on the desk in front of her. This part always reminded Birch of going through airport security. It was warm – September had decided to start out kind this year – and she’d left her coat in the car. She fumbled in her jeans pockets: keys, her phone, a few coins. She dumped her handbag into the tray, too, then turned away and stepped through the metal detector. Clean.


Tommy handed her a locker fob with a number on it. ‘We’ll call you through,’ he said.


Birch zipped away all the change but for a pound coin, which she inserted into her allotted locker’s coin slot. Other visitors were arriving, too: to her right, a young woman with three small children in tow was trying to cram the last of her possessions into one of the narrow lockers. Tommy had tied a tag to the pushchair she’d brought, and sent for another prison officer to put it somewhere secure. Birch wondered where. The woman clanged the locker door shut, but it ricocheted back open, and a tiny backpack, red with black spots like the wings of a ladybird, fell out on to the floor.


‘Shit fuck,’ the woman said, and the children gasped in unison.


‘Mammy, you said a swear.’ The biggest of them, a boy, was laughing as he said it. He looked like he’d been sweeping a chimney: below the miniature buzzcut his neck was practically black.


The woman reached down past her son and snatched up the backpack. As she straightened, she caught Birch’s eye.


‘Bastards, eh?’ she said. She was speaking loudly, aiming her words at the reception desk and Tommy. ‘Wan locker fer me an aw these weans! Fit barely anything in these. See wintertime, wi’ the thick coats an that? Ye jist cannae.’


Birch opened her mouth to speak, but Tommy called out across the reception hall. ‘You can have another locker, Mrs McGuire. You can have as many lockers as are free.’


The young woman half spat her reply. ‘Aye, bit they’re no free, are they, ya bastard. Nine outtae ten times ye dinnae get yer money back. Ye think I’ve pound coins coming oot ma ears? I’ve the bus hame tae think aboot, pal.’


Tommy simply shrugged.


Birch held out her hand towards Mrs McGuire. ‘Let me take that,’ she said, gesturing at the backpack. ‘There’s plenty of space in mine.’


The woman cocked her head. She looked at Birch’s outstretched hand, her expression at once surprised, grateful and suspicious.


‘Naw,’ she said, after a moment. ‘Naw, I’ll manage.’


 


The Visit Room reminded Birch of a service station café. Everything was plastic but for the carpet tiles, and the walls were unadorned. There was only a whiteboard, near the main door, where a few posters for forthcoming activities in the prison were pinned. Reading group in the library, places limited. Induction for PIP prisoners, Monday 10.15 a.m. The week’s visiting schedule: a laminated Excel spreadsheet. Every week she felt a pang of horrible sympathy for her brother, shut up in this place, and every week she had to remind herself why he was here.


The prisoners were shown in first, and seated at their assigned, individual tables. Birch waited with the other visitors – almost all women, as usual – behind a door with a glass partition, through which she could see a snapshot of about twenty men, though not her brother. At this distance, they all looked alike: the prisoners here wore black sweatshirts, unless they were on remand, in which case they wore green. The prison barber seemed to offer one style of haircut only. Everyone was pale, whether from limited diet or lack of sun, Birch wasn’t sure.


A buzzer sounded and the door opened. The assembled women filed in carefully: you could always tell a new prisoner, because his visitors displayed more emotion, hadn’t yet learned to keep their gestures small and deliberate. Charlie was always seated in the far corner, and each week Birch skirted the room in an L shape to reach him. She didn’t make eye contact with anyone: didn’t even look Charlie in the face until she’d sat down opposite him. This time, she’d barely found her seat when she jumped out of it again.


‘Holy Jesus,’ she said. ‘What the hell happened?’


Her brother’s mouth tightened. People were looking. Birch glanced up, and saw one of the prison officers gesturing to her to sit, and quiet down. She obliged, mouthing, Sorry.


‘It’s all right, Nella,’ Charlie said. His voice was thick, a little slurred. ‘It’s not as bad as it looks.’


Birch leaned forward over the table. Half of Charlie’s face was purple. His right eye was swollen shut, and his cheek looked weird, somehow wrong. His bottom lip had been split on the right-hand side, and he worried at the dry cut with the tip of his tongue. So this was why he’d been unavailable for her usual visit. He’d had the shit kicked out of him.


‘Really,’ he said. ‘Don’t freak out, it’s fine.’


‘Charles Arthur Birch,’ she said. ‘You can’t downplay that.’


Charlie replied softly, wanting her to lower her voice. ‘It was a wee scrap. You know it’s not the Hilton I’m staying in. This is just the jail.’


Birch raised an eyebrow. ‘That’ – she pointed to his swollen eye, the lashes jagged between folds of bruised flesh – ‘was not a wee scrap. You’re going to tell me what happened.’


‘You sound like Maw.’ Charlie attempted a smile, and Birch saw he had teeth missing.


‘Charlie!’


‘Shh, Nella. Keep your hair on. They’re saying I’ll see the dentist in a few days, when the swelling goes down. Like I said, it’s just the jail. Stuff like this happens.’


Birch deliberately hadn’t looked at the other inmates, but nevertheless, she gestured vaguely at the general congregation. ‘Really? I don’t see anyone else in here looking like they got hit by a car.’


Charlie shrugged. ‘Well, I guess my number was up this time.’


Her brother was maddening. She sat back in her chair, folded her arms, and fixed him with her best scowl. ‘Tell me,’ she said, through her teeth, ‘what happened.’


Charlie sighed. ‘I’ll make you a deal,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you what happened, as long as you promise not to make a thing of it.’


‘Make a thing? I—’


‘I mean it, Nella. No writing to the governor or demanding an audience with the screws, or – any sort of preferential treatment, okay? I’m trying to fit in here, get on with it, you know? It’s bad enough that every fucker in here knows my sister’s a DI. I’ll tell you, but you have to let me handle it.’


Birch raised an eyebrow.


‘Myself, I mean,’ her brother added, ‘on my own.’


She tutted. ‘By handle it, I expect you mean you’ll do nothing.’


‘Probably.’


Birch snorted. Looking at Charlie’s mashed-up face was hard, so she risked a glance to one side. Mrs McGuire was a few tables over. Her prisoner – husband? Cousin? Brother? – was dandling the smallest of her children on his knee, while she repeatedly shushed the other two. Looking at the younger woman did make Birch realise her privilege: if Mrs McGuire’s prisoner was beaten in jail, she’d never think to talk to an officer about it, or write to the governor. She wouldn’t be listened to, and she’d know that. Things would just have to work themselves out, or not.


Birch turned back to her brother. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Just tell me.’


Charlie huffed out air. It whistled in the gap where one of his teeth used to be. ‘Okay. There’s this lad in here – I’m not going to tell you his name, so don’t even ask – who’s always giving it the Barry. Stirring shit, starting fights, intimidation, you know. Prison stuff. Power games, I guess. Anyway, he must have got interested in me, because lately he’s started . . . well, they’ve all got nicknames in here, you know. He decided mine ought to be Cucumber. And he’s got all the lads calling me it. That’s how it started.’


Birch frowned. Her slang was a little rusty. ‘Cucumber?’


‘Yeah, took me a while to figure it out too.’ Charlie winced. ‘It means a grass. One who gets extra protection for his own safety.’


She felt her frown deepen. ‘But you don’t,’ she said. ‘We tried to make the case, but—’


‘You and I know that,’ Charlie said. ‘This guy doesn’t. Or he doesn’t care.’


‘So . . . your face?’


Charlie shrugged. ‘He’s in my hall,’ he said. ‘They were moving us, yesterday morning. I got in the middle of the pack. He cornered me, him and some pals of his. He . . .’ Charlie trailed off, cringing a little.


‘Tell me,’ Birch said, ‘I’m a big girl, I can handle it.’


‘He got hold of my neck,’ Charlie said, ‘and slammed my face into the wall. A few times, fast, like wham wham wham wham.’


Now it was Birch’s turn to cringe. Her own neck retracted into her shoulders.


‘Then they took off, yelling this cucumber shite. ‘See, that’s what happens, ner-ner, giving it all that.’ Charlie flapped one hand, yadda yadda. ‘It was so quick, no one saw. Or no one’s saying they saw.’


Birch felt like her insides were boiling. ‘Bastards,’ she spat.


‘Yeah.’ Charlie looked down at his lap. He was quiet for a moment, letting his sister fume.


‘He’s not even that old,’ he said, after a moment had passed. ‘He got starred up from the young offenders just recently.’


‘Little shit. Absolute little—’


‘Nella.’ Charlie put one hand, palm down, on the table between them. ‘Calm down. You promised.’


Birch bit her lip. She made herself count to ten, though it didn’t much help. She wanted to know if the kid who’d done this to her brother was in the room with them, right now, breathing the same air. She knew that if he was, Charlie would never say so.


A thought occurred to her. ‘Did you retaliate at all?’


Charlie looked a little shamefaced. ‘Didn’t get a chance, did I? They just jumped me. Like I said, it was fast.’ He straightened up in his chair. ‘But besides, I’m trying to keep my nose clean, remember? Good behaviour.’


Birch nodded. ‘I remember,’ she said.


He was attempting to smile again. ‘It’s almost a relief, in a way,’ he said. ‘I mean, we knew this was coming. I grassed out the biggest crime fraternity in Glasgow. I got Solomon Carradice locked up. It’s a wonder I’ve lasted this long without getting malkied.’


She couldn’t believe her brother was so sanguine, though she had to admit there was some truth in what he’d said. ‘But—’ The protestation sounded feeble, but she ploughed on. ‘That’s why you’re in here, and Solomon and his lot are in Barlinnie. You were supposed to be safe. You were given a deal . . .’


Charlie was laughing at her, as much as his battered face would allow. ‘Nella, you know fine well that some jumped-up Billy Bigbaws in the jail gives precisely no fucks about what deal I got. Like I said, this isn’t the Hilton.’


She was starting to get a headache from frowning. ‘You think this is Solomon’s doing, though? That he put the kid up to this somehow?’


Her brother shrugged again. ‘It’s possible. There’s plenty of chat between this place and the Bar-L. But to be honest with you, I reckon if this was a message from Solomon.’ Charlie pointed at his face. ‘I’d know about it. He’d want me to know, for sure, that it had come from him. And for Solomon’s boys, this is playground stuff. Amateur. If it came from Solomon I’d expect the lad to’ve chibbed me, at least.’


Birch shuddered. This phrase she did know: to chib. Slang for a stabbing.


‘Jesus, Charlie,’ she said.


He was still smiling. He leaned back, and spread his arms, imitating the shrug emoji. ‘And yet, here I still am,’ he said. ‘Not dead yet. That’s a silver lining, right?’










Chapter 5


Birch had driven for over an hour, but she was still troubled when she arrived home. She understood Charlie’s attempt to shake off what had happened, knew he was probably right, it was the only thing to do. It might even be the right thing to do: for Charlie to show the guy that he wasn’t getting to him. But she hated feeling so powerless. Charlie was her little brother, her baby brother, and she’d always protected him . . . until she hadn’t. Before he was sent down for his involvement with Solomon Carradice’s organised crime ring, he’d been lost to her for fourteen years. Missing, presumed dead, but in fact just underground, working in a dark and dangerous world. She didn’t like that he was in prison, but for the first time in all those years she knew where he was. And she’d hoped, rather than believed, he’d be safe.


‘He is safe.’


Anjan was sitting on her couch, his laptop on his knees. The coffee table was covered with papers. She’d scolded him more than once about working in the evenings, but he always just shrugged, and told her this was the lawyer’s lot in life, the terrible bargain he had regrettably struck, or something. But he’d closed the laptop and listened, with his head cocked towards her, as she told him about what had happened to Charlie.


‘He’s in the safest place he could be,’ Anjan added. ‘And he knows better than you how things are in there.’


‘I know, but Solomon—’


‘Charlie says this young man is a known bully. He thinks it’s a random attack. He’s in a better position to know that, Helen. Maybe you should trust him on this?’


Anjan was speaking gently, but Birch felt nettled. This was the problem with dating a lawyer: presenting the other side of something was all he knew how to do.


‘I mean.’ Anjan had noticed her crestfallen face. ‘The problem is, even if Solomon was behind this, if he somehow made this happen from inside Barlinnie—’


Birch snorted. ‘No somehow about it; you know how prison whisper networks are.’


‘Okay, true. But even if he did, there’s no way to prove it at this point. Anything we did at this juncture would probably only serve to single Charlie out even more. From what I hear, prisoners who get special treatment are never desperately popular.’


Birch went quiet. Anjan was right. Charlie had been right. She’d have to do nothing, and she hated doing nothing.


Anjan shuffled the laptop on to the sofa beside him, stood up, and crossed the room towards her. She still had her coat over her arm, and was standing beside the living room window, looking out at the Portobello prom and the last light lingering on a strip of grey-brown sea beyond her front garden. Anjan slipped an arm around her waist, and she leaned into him.


‘I know it’s hard,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry this has happened.’


‘It hard enough him just being in there, without this . . .’


‘I know.’ Anjan planted a kiss on the top of her head, tickling her scalp. ‘And we’ll keep an eye on it. You ought to note it down, record the date this happened. Keep a log of anything else. A contemporaneous note.’


Birch nodded. ‘That’s something,’ she said.


Anjan squeezed her waist, then slid his arm away. ‘It is,’ he said. ‘Now, I believe a cup of tea is what you need.’


She watched as he strode towards the kitchen.


‘And I’ll see if I can rustle up a biscuit.’


Birch inched round the coffee table, so as not to cause an avalanche among Anjan’s papers. She finally dumped her coat and sank into the armchair. She couldn’t quite believe how good it was to have Anjan around. They’d only been able to be an item, as her mother might have put it, for a couple of months, as Anjan had been Charlie’s legal counsel for his trial, and a relationship with Birch – the defendant’s sister, a senior police officer and a key witness – would have been a gigantic conflict of interest. But once Charlie was sentenced, they’d been able to start seeing one another: properly, not just the polite, professional discussions she’d had with Anjan over her brother’s case. Anjan was kind and, like her, he understood what it meant to be married to his job. She teased him about working too much, but liked that he felt comfortable enough to come over and do admin on his cases while she was out visiting Charlie. They went out for dinner sometimes, but Anjan was just as happy to collapse on to the sofa with her at the end of a long day and eat pasta in front of the TV. They didn’t make demands of each other. They both had enough demands to deal with already.


‘Besides, Solomon’s an IPP prisoner.’ Anjan was back, a steaming mug of tea in each hand.


He liked to do this – pick up a conversation she’d thought was finished. Sometimes he’d wake in the morning and resume a train of thought from the previous evening, as though no time had elapsed. She tried to imagine what the inside of his mind must be like. Busy, she guessed.


‘They’ll be keeping a very close eye on him,’ he said.


Birch leaned over and made a small clearing in the briefing documents on the table. Anjan laid the mugs down in the space, and headed back to the kitchen for biscuits.


‘You’re right,’ she called after him. ‘It’s just my protective mama bear instinct at work. Or . . . sister bear, or something.’


Anjan returned, passing her a Tunnock’s wafer. ‘Charlie is his own bear,’ he said. ‘He’s a gangster, remember? He knows how to handle himself.’


‘Ex gangster,’ Birch said, but she could feel herself smiling. Yes, Anjan was good for her. She stretched, feeling her shoulders pop with tension from her day, and the het-up drive home.


‘Oh,’ Anjan said, sitting back down among the chaos of his papers, ‘before I forget. Someone phoned, maybe an hour ago. A man, asking for you by name.’


Birch closed her eyes for a moment. She hoped very much the call hadn’t been from her boss.


‘Was it McLeod?’


‘No,’ Anjan said, ‘that’s the thing. I asked who was calling, if I could take a message, and he just said he’d call back. Then he hung up.’


Birch shrugged, blowing the steam away from the top of her mug. ‘Weird,’ she said. ‘But at least it wasn’t a work thing. I thought you were going to tell me I had to go back to the office, then.’


Anjan shook his head, smiling. ‘Heaven forfend,’ he said. ‘I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day.’


‘I wonder who it was, though,’ Birch mused. ‘Maybe just a sales call or something.’


‘Maybe. Probably.’


There was a moment of quiet, in which Birch made the decision to file any further thought of the phone call away. She didn’t need anything else to worry about right now. ‘Tell me something good,’ she said.


Anjan looked down at the coffee table, crossing one leg over the other as he did, and settled back into her sofa with his tea. ‘Hmm, something good,’ he said. ‘Tricky. I’ve been looking at this fraud case all day. Little old ladies groomed for their pin money, thousands embezzled. I’m afraid it’s been wall-to-wall depressing stuff today.’


Birch grinned. ‘But you’ll stand up for them, the old wifeys, won’t you? You’ll see them right.’


Anjan nodded. ‘Oh yes, and then some.’


She felt a patter of butterflies in her stomach. ‘You’re a hero,’ she said.


Anjan was still thinking. ‘Something good,’ he said. ‘Oh, I know. I did have the thought, earlier: La Favorita for dinner? I’m buying.’


‘Takeout?’


‘If you’d like.’


Birch smiled. ‘I love you.’ She hadn’t even realised what she was saying, and for a second, her heart clutched. Too much?


Anjan raised an eyebrow. ‘Cupboard love,’ he said. ‘I know you, Helen. You’d say anything for a La Favorita pizza.’


Birch relaxed again. It was such a relief to be in a relationship with someone who could see things the way they were intended. Another lawyer trick, maybe.


‘Exactly,’ she said soberly. ‘It’s the most powerful love there is.’










Chapter 6


As DI Birch had suspected, Robertson Bennet was being a little disingenuous in his description of the former family home. Craigs Park Avenue was indeed a terrace, but the houses were pretty sandstone cottages with stained-glass porches, balconies, gardens front and back: a far cry from the pebbledashed two-up-two-downs that Amy had imagined. The road itself was privately maintained, or rather not maintained. Amy had no sooner turned her car in off Craigs Park Road before she realised she’d made a mistake: the street had once been cobbled, but over the years it had fallen into disrepair and now resembled a farm track, full of ruts and puddles. A sign at the turn said the road was a no-through, but at the far end Amy could see a municipal-looking building with a curtain-sided lorry parked outside. No wonder the little road was in such a state, with freight rattling up and down it. She reverse-parked a few yards up from the house she’d be visiting, and wondered if there were neighbourly disputes here, some reason why the various homeowners hadn’t banded together to pay for the road to be properly paved. Such things made houses difficult to sell, after all.


The inhabitants of number 23 were expecting her: Bennet had already been round, asking about his parents, and Amy had called ahead using the details he’d given. A Mr and Mrs Ross, a young couple with a small baby. The man answered the door, the baby propped up in his arms.


‘DC Amy Kato,’ Amy said.


The baby looked at Amy, its little face opening into a gummy laugh.


‘Oh,’ the man said, ‘you’re an instant hit! I’m Abe.’ He squirmed one hand out from under the baby and Amy shook it. ‘Please come in.’


Amy followed the man as he backed away from her through the porch, into the hall, babbling to the baby.


‘Who’s this lady, then, Belah? Who’s come to visit us?’


Belah hid her face in her father’s shoulder, pretending to be shy.


Mr Ross waved Amy into the living room. In the centre of the room was a huge playpen, filled with soft toys, blocks, things that rattled. Some items had clearly been thrown out of the pen’s confines: the floor was also littered with brightly coloured toys.


‘Excuse the mess,’ the man said, as Amy skirted the playpen and settled demurely in a clear space on the sofa. He lowered Belah into the playpen, and she flopped on to her stomach, grabbing at a squishy plastic ring and immediately putting it into her mouth.


‘Don’t worry,’ Amy said. She nodded at Belah. ‘She’s a very good baby.’


Abe Ross flushed with pride. ‘She’s a peach,’ he said. ‘She loves new people. I started working from home since she came along, and I have meetings here quite a lot. We joke that she’s my PA.’


As if on cue, Belah clapped her hands: once, twice.


‘Can I get you a cup of tea, er . . . marm?’


Amy laughed. ‘Just call me Amy,’ she said. ‘Marm is promoting me rather above my station. And no, I’m fine. I’ll be out of your hair shortly. Just a few quick questions.’


Abe nodded. He picked up a pile of tiny garments from the armchair across from Amy, and shifted them carefully on to the floor before sitting.


‘It’s about the lady who lived here before,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ Amy said. ‘Or rather, the family whose house this was, the MacDonalds. I know you’ve already had a visit from their son.’


‘Yes. I’m afraid I couldn’t really help him. I might not be able to help you either, to be honest.’


Amy fished out her tablet, and flipped it open. ‘The MacDonalds didn’t leave a forwarding address, after you bought the house?’


Abe shook his head. ‘Well, no. I mean, we had no dealings with them at all. I don’t know if you know this already, but we bought the house at auction. It was never on the market in the traditional sense. That’s why we were able to afford it. We were incredibly lucky.’


Amy tapped in a few notes. ‘I didn’t know that,’ she said. ‘That’s unusual, isn’t it? An auction for a house like this?’


‘It is,’ he said. ‘Toni and I – Toni’s my wife – we were looking at auctions because we thought a fixer-upper was all we could afford. The other properties we saw were nowhere near in the same league as this place. They generally had a lot wrong with them, or they’d been flooded, or the person who’d lived in them had died and there was no one to inherit them, or no one who wanted to. We couldn’t believe when this place came up.’


‘Do you know why the house was auctioned?’


Abe shrugged. ‘I mean, the road was certainly a factor,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you noticed.’


‘I did.’


‘It’s a drag,’ he said, ‘but it wasn’t a deal-breaker for us. You just learn to perfect your rally-driving skills. And the house was kind of old-fashioned when we moved in. Still is, really, but we’ve started to modernise. New kitchen, that sort of thing. But there was nothing about its condition that would have prevented a conventional sale, I’m sure.’


In the playpen, Belah murmured to herself.


‘So you had no knowledge of the MacDonalds at all?’ Amy asked.


The man shook his head. ‘We knew the old lady’s name,’ he said. ‘But everything was done through the auction firm. She was – or the family was, I guess – already gone. I was pretty surprised when the son turned up the other day. He worried me, to be honest, I wasn’t quite sure what his deal was.’


Amy looked up from her screen. ‘In what sense?’


‘Well.’ Abe looked down at Belah, who was closely examining the plastic ring in her hands. ‘I was worried about what he might be after. He seemed kind of . . . belligerent. I thought he might be going to try to make a legal claim for the house, like he thought it ought to have been left to him, or something. I don’t know much about that stuff, and I was a bit concerned.’


Amy frowned. This hadn’t been in the version Robertson Bennet had told them. ‘Belligerent?’


Abe seemed to remember who he was talking to. ‘Oh,’ he said, holding up his hands. ‘Nothing I’d call you guys about, nothing like that. He was seemed sort of . . . well, entitled, frankly. He seemed quite affronted that we were living in what he obviously thought was his house.’
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