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This is my 30th novel. And it’s for the indestructible, indefatigable, implacable Jane Gregory who has been my agent and my friend from the very beginning. Respected, feared and beloved in the literary world, she has fought my corner, had my back and through it all, her laughter has rocked my world.
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‘Some night, eh, boys?’ Ross Garvie flung a sweaty arm round the neck of Wee Grantie, his best mate in all the world.


‘Some night, right enough,’ Wee Grantie slurred. The two youths swung their hips in rough unison to the deep dark bass beat that shuddered through the club.


The two friends they’d been drinking with since they’d preloaded at Wee Grantie’s sister’s flat earlier jumped up and down, punching the air. ‘We are the boys,’ they chorused. ‘We are the Arab boys!’ Their Dundee United football shirts provided the explanation for their apparently bizarre chant, their team having scored a rare victory that afternoon.


‘Ah want to drive all night,’ Ross shouted, his body bouncing with the mix of Red Bull, vodka and some chemical cocktail that didn’t even have a name.


Wee Grantie slowed as the music segued into the Black Eyed Peas’ ‘I Gotta Feeling’. ‘You dinnae have a car. None of us has a car.’


Ross stopped. ‘Have you no ambition?’


Wee Grantie looked at his feet, knowing there was no right answer.


Tam and Tozer, their partners in mayhem, punched each other in the shoulder. ‘That’s it,’ Tam shouted. ‘Tonight’s gonna be a good, good night. Like the song says. Gonnae do it, aye?’


Wee Grantie frowned. ‘How?’ He stuck his hands in his jogging bottoms and adjusted himself.


‘Come on, let’s get out of here. There’s no talent anyway. None of us is going to pull, we might as well hit the street.’ Ross was already halfway to the door, not needing to check whether his posse was on his tail.


Outside, urgency kicked in as the chill air wicked the heat from their bodies. The young men shivered. Tam and Tozer slapped their bodies with soft arms. Nobody else was around; it was still too early for punters to abandon a club they’d paid to enter.


‘Come on, Rossi boy, if you’re gonnae do it, do it before my balls climb so far inside my belly they’ll be sticking in my throat,’ Tozer whined.


Ross scanned the patch of rough ground that acted as a car park for the nightclub, looking for something easy to break into, simple to hotwire. The answer was in the middle row, high enough to be instantly visible above its compact companions. ‘There we go,’ he said, breaking into a run, jinking between parked cars till he got to the Land Rover Defender. One of the new generation, still clunky as fuck to drive, but a piece of piss to steal.


‘Find a rock,’ he called out to Wee Grantie, who obediently started frowning at the ground. He knew from experience what he was looking for – heavy enough to make an impact, pointed enough to break the toughened window glass. There were plenty of candidates compressed into the car park surface, but by the time he found one and heeled it out of the ground, the other three were dancing on their toes round the driver’s side of the vehicle.


Ross snatched the rock from him and set it just right in his hand, balanced and steady. He pulled his arm back and with a swift straight jab, he smacked it into the driver’s side window. The glass cracked and starred but didn’t break. That took a second blow. Then they were all inside, bouncing on the seats like toddlers needing a toilet break, while Ross took out his Swiss army knife, adeptly freeing wires, cutting them and reconnecting the ones that made the engine cough into life.


‘Ya beauty,’ he yelled, switching the headlamps on and grinding the car into gear. Barely seventeen, no licence, no lessons, but Ross Garvie had all the confidence of a boy who’d been stealing motors since he could reach the pedals.


The Defender lurched backwards, crunching into the headlamps and radiator grille of a VW Golf. Then into first, leaping forward, glass tinkling in their wake. The tyres screamed as Ross whipped the unwieldy Defender out of the car park and into the street. He hammered through the city centre, running red lights and cutting up sedate late-night drivers who didn’t want to draw attention to themselves.


The city lights slid past in a blur. The three passengers whooped and yelled as Ross delivered all the thrills of a car chase without the pursuit, not caring when his handbrake turn smacked them into the hard edges of the door furniture.


And then they were on the Perth road, pedal to the metal, flat out. The Defender protested when the speedo needle hit eighty, but it felt a lot faster because of the lumbering sway of the two-ton monster. ‘Who needs a fucking Porsche?’ Ross yelled as they thundered towards a roundabout. ‘I’m going right over the top of that fucker. Off-roading here we fucking come.’


Hitting the roundabout kerb at top speed threw the four lads into the air and back down in disorganised heaps. Ross’s feet left the pedals and for a few seconds he felt he was in zero gravity, only his grip on the steering wheel keeping him in contact with the earth. ‘Way-hey,’ he screamed as he hit the seat and hammered the gas again. Somehow the Defender stayed on all four wheels, ploughing deep furrows through grass and flower beds before emerging on the other side.


‘Fuck the Young Farmers,’ Tozer gasped. ‘We are the country boys.’


A wobble over the far kerb and they were back on the dual carriageway. But now they had distant company. Far back, Ross could see the faint shimmer of a flashing blue light. Some bastard had phoned them in and the five-oh were coming to get them. ‘No way,’ he shouted, crouching over the wheel, urging the Defender onward as if that would make a difference to its paltry turn of speed.


The next roundabout loomed, higher in the middle. He wasn’t daunted. He wasn’t wasting time going round when he could go over. But this time, he misjudged the obstacle. Beyond the kerb was a low wall that struck the Defender at precisely the wrong point. For a long moment, it seemed to teeter between the tipping point and stability, before gravity finally won. Once it started turning, momentum took over. The Land Rover rolled end to end twice, tumbling the four youths head over heels like dice in a cup.


Then it clipped the far side of the roundabout, which hurtled it sideways, catapulting it into another complete roll in a different direction. As it smashed into the crash barrier across the carriageway, the engine cut out amid a shower of sparks. The only sound was the creak and grind of metal on metal as the Defender settled.


The two-tone siren of a police traffic car split the quiet, braking to a halt, its blue strobing light bathing the battered vehicle in an unreal glow. It illuminated dark stripes, stains and spatters on the inside of the windows. ‘See that?’ the driver said to his rookie colleague.


‘Tell me that’s not blood?’ The rookie felt slightly dizzy.


‘It’s blood all right. Stupid wee bastards. Looks like we’ll not need to bother with an ambulance.’


But as he spoke, the crumpled driver’s door of the Defender creaked open, spilling the ruined torso of Ross Garvie on to the tarmac.


‘Strike that,’ the cop sighed. ‘That’s what you call survival of the unfittest.’
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Kinross was a small town, but it was big enough to have more than one kind of pub. There were hotel bars that supplied food as well as a predictable offering of beers, wines and spirits. There was one where younger drinkers congregated to drink fruit ciders and vodka shots to the accompaniment of loud music. There was another where patrons played pool and darts and watched football on a giant TV screen, washed down with cheap generic beer. And there was Hazeldean’s, tucked away off the Kirkgate, its wood-panelled décor apparently unchanged since the 1950s, its regular customers held fast by a range of craft beers and an eye-watering selection of malt whiskies. The walls were lined with padded booths, the tables topped with beaten copper. Bar stools were lined up along one side of the L-shaped bar; the other side provided a brass rail for customers to rest one foot on as they drank at the counter. It was the kind of pub where everyone knew their place.


Gabriel Abbott’s place was on the bar stool nearest the corner. Hazeldean’s was one of the fixed points in his universe, a reliable anchor when he felt he was navigating turbulent waters. To an outsider, it might seem that there was little in Gabriel’s existence to justify that sense of instability. After all, he didn’t have a job to worry about. He had a comfortable home, the rent taken care of without any effort on his part. He’d had some gnawing concerns about recent government policies that might affect his benefits, but he really didn’t think anyone could argue that he was well enough to be in work.


The reasons that made him unemployable were the same ones that filled him with a sense of turmoil. However hard he tried to appear calm and normal, he knew people thought him eccentric and strange. He couldn’t help his enthusiasms getting the better of him and making him garrulous and excitable. It was when he didn’t keep his mind busy with his interests that the trouble started for Gabriel. That was when the paranoia started to creep in, eating away at his peace of mind, robbing him of sleep, pushing him back to that terrible pitch of anxiety where he thought his head would explode with its overload of conspiracies and fear. He felt like a piece of paper torn up and scattered to the four winds.


It always ended the same way. He’d surrender himself to the medical profession again. A hospital bed. Drugs. Talking therapies of one sort or another. And they’d help him gather himself together again. He’d re-emerge into the world, fragile but recognisably himself. Till the next time.


He knew he didn’t look threatening. His untidy mop of black hair and his wardrobe of charity shop tweed jackets, shirts and trousers – never jeans – gave him the slightly dishevelled air that people imagined absent-minded academics to affect. Often, when he was sitting looking out over Loch Leven or walking from his cottage into town along the waterside path, strangers would strike up a conversation. And within minutes, his tongue would run away with itself and he’d be off on one of the obsessions that had filled his head for years, obsessions that had helped him to build an extraordinary network of contacts in a dozen countries. He could see the appalled expressions on the faces of those unsuspecting strangers as they tried to figure out how to escape a lecture on the resistance movements of Myanmar or the internal politics of North Korea.


But in Hazeldean’s, they were used to him. He went there most evenings, walking the couple of miles along the lochside path in all weathers. He’d arrive around nine and have two pints of whatever was the guest beer of the week. He’d exchange a few words about the weather with Jock the barman or Lyn the barmaid. If Gregor Mutch was in, they’d talk politics. If Dougie Malone was there, he’d join in. They both indulged his fascination with the history and geopolitics of South East Asia but they knew him sufficiently well to say when enough was enough and, although it was hard for Gabriel to switch off, he mostly managed it.


That Sunday night, though, Gabriel was troubled. Gregor was in, his bulk perched on the neighbouring bar stool like a turnip on a toothpick, and Gabriel started even before his first pint was put in front of him.


‘I’m worried,’ he said. ‘Very worried.’ Jock set his drink in front of him and he took a long swallow.


‘How’s that?’ Gregor asked warily.


‘You remember me telling you about Saw Chit? My friend in Myanmar? The one who’s been trying to document corruption in the political movements there?’


Gregor grunted noncommittally. Gabriel wasn’t put off. If Gregor wanted him to shut up, he’d tell him. ‘Well, I had an email from him last week, saying he’d uncovered some very important material relating to some very powerful figures who have made a big deal about being incorruptible. Apparently, Saw Chit has proof that they’ve been dealing in black market rubies—’


‘Black market rubies?’ Now he had Gregor’s attention. ‘What do you mean, black market rubies?’


‘Most of the big-name jewellery companies like Tiffany and Cartier and Bulgari won’t use rubies from Myanmar because of the absolutely deplorable conditions in the mines. It’s virtual slavery, and they’ve never heard of health and safety. But nevertheless there’s a huge market for high-quality gems. So there are always black marketeers who provide rubies with a false provenance. The whole supply chain is breaking the law, and the people at the very top turning a blind eye are the very ones who shout loudest about defeating the smugglers.’


‘And your pal is going to name and shame them?’


‘So he said in this email. But he’s afraid, obviously. And with good reason. He doesn’t know who to trust, who might betray him for their own advantage. You know how it is. So he’s made a copy of his evidence and posted it to me because he can trust me, he says. I thought he was overreacting, I’ll be honest. And then tonight, just before I came out, I had an email from his brother.’


‘Don’t tell me, let me guess,’ Gregor said. ‘Your pal’s been killed?’


Gabriel frowned. ‘No, not that. Actually, probably worse than that. No, he’s disappeared. His house has been trashed and he’s missing. Nobody saw anything or heard anything, which is frankly incredible. But if I lived there, I’d make a point of selective deafness and blindness.’ Gabriel had never been further east than a holiday in Crete, but his imagination was more than adequate to the task of picturing life in the countries he’d made his life’s study.


‘So why’s his brother got in touch with you?’


‘He was hoping Saw Chit had managed to escape. To get away before whoever smashed up his house got to him. He thought if Saw Chit had made it, he would have contacted me. Because naturally he’d want someone outside the country to know what had happened. I probably need to speak to a journalist. There’s someone at the Guardian I’ve talked to before. Or maybe our MP? Or should I wait for the mail? What do you think?’


Gregor drained his pint. ‘I think you’ve maybe been reading too many of those John le Carré novels, Gabe. Do you not think somebody might be jerking your chain?’


Genuinely puzzled by what seemed to him to be a bizarre conjecture, Gabriel shook his head. ‘Why would anyone do that? Besides, I’ve been friends with Saw Chit for years.’


‘But you’ve never met him.’


Gabriel grabbed a handful of his hair. ‘You don’t have to meet someone to know them.’ He took a breath and gathered himself, laying his hands flat on the bar. ‘Why would he make up something like this?’


‘I don’t know. But if what you say is true, why is he sending the stuff to a guy on the dole in a wee Scottish town instead of 10 Downing Street?’


Gabriel smiled. ‘Because he doesn’t know the Prime Minister. He knows me.’


Gregor clapped him on the back. ‘Right enough, Gabe. Better wait till you get the post, though. So tell me, did you see Donald Trump’s latest?’


And that, Gabriel knew, was the kind way of shifting him off his personal soapbox. He bit back all the things he wanted to tell Gregor about illegal ruby smuggling and tried to concentrate on the three-ring circus that was American politics. He’d made the right noises in the right places, he thought, finishing his second pint and rising to leave.


Outside, the air was cool and the sky was clear. It was a fine night for a walk. Not that the weather made much difference to him. He needed the fixed mark of Hazeldean’s and the only way for him to get there and back was on foot. He’d never driven and he couldn’t afford taxis. Gabriel stood in the Kirkgate, gazing up at the stars, trying to quiet the cacophony in his head. Saw Chit and Myanmar was bad enough, never mind the other thing. That business that had come at him out of nowhere and set everything in his world spinning like the plates in a circus show. All he thought he knew had been called into question. If the answers he found were the wrong ones, it could go very badly for him, and that was a terrifying thought.


He remembered once seeing a machine that tumbled dull rocks till they became polished gemstones. The inside of his head felt like that tonight. Lots of jumbled thoughts banging into each other, confused and indistinguishable one from the other. He knew from past experience that the walk wouldn’t turn those thoughts into sense. But perhaps sleep might help. Sometimes it did.


As long as his thoughts didn’t spiral out of control between here and home.
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She walked. Whenever sleep slipped from her grasp, she walked. It occurred to her that her life had come to resemble the first draft of an advertising script for Guinness or Stella Artois. ‘She walks. That’s what she does.’ Except that there was no brightly lit pub full of cheery faces waiting to greet her at the end of her wanderings.


Often at the end of the day, she knew there was no point in stripping to the skin and sliding between cool sheets. She would only lie stiff as a corpse, thoughts of murder running in her head, frantic hamsters on a wheel.


Sometimes, if she was tired enough, sleep would creep up on her and pin her to the bed like a wrestler faster and stronger than she was. But it never lasted long. As soon as exhaustion relaxed its hold on her, she’d surface again, eyes gritty and swollen, mouth dry and tasting of death.


And so she would walk. Along the breakwater, tall apartment blocks to her left, the choppy waters of the Firth of Forth on her right, the night breeze filling her nostrils with salt and seaweed. Then she’d turn inland, past the twenty-four-hour Asda and across the main drag into the old village of Newhaven. She’d pick random routes through the huddled streets of fishermen’s cottages, then work her way inland and upwards, always trying to choose streets and alleys and quiet back lanes that she’d never entered before.


That was part of the point. She had chosen to move to Edinburgh precisely because it was unfamiliar. She’d grown up a mere forty-minute train journey away, but the capital had always been exotic. The big city. The place for a special day out. She’d been familiar only with the main streets of the centre until work had started to bring her here from time to time, opening up small windows on disconnected corners. But still, Edinburgh was not a place laden with memories to ambush her in the way that her home town was. Deciding to live here had felt like a project. Learning the city one street at a time might take her mind off the grief and the pain.


So far, she couldn’t claim it had worked. She was slowly beginning to understand that there were some feelings nothing could assuage. Nothing except, possibly, the passage of time. Whether that would work, she couldn’t tell. It was too soon.


And so she walked. She wasn’t the only person out and about in the small hours of an Edinburgh night but most of them were cocooned in cars or night buses. She’d developed a surprising fondness for the night buses. Often she was a long way from home when tiredness finally claimed her. But she’d discovered the impressive bus app for the city. However obscure her location, it plotted a route home for her and, in spite of her initial apprehension, she’d found a rich seam of humanity huddled on the buses. Yes, there were the obnoxious jakies reeking of cheap booze, the zoned-out junkies with blank eyes, but they were outnumbered by others seeking a little late-night camaraderie on their journey. The homeless looking for a bit of light and warmth. The cleaners finishing late or starting early. The shift workers, sleepy-eyed on minimum wage or less. Different accents and tongues that made her feel as if she’d travelled a lot further from the Western Harbour Breakwater than she actually had.


That night, she was plotting a zigzag course along the edge of Leith when she came across the start of the Restalrig Railway Path. She’d encountered the far end of it once before, when she’d found herself down by the shore in Portobello. The disused railway line had been tarmacked over and turned into an off-road route for cyclists and walkers to cut across the city. Street lamps stretched into the distance, giving a sense of safety to what would otherwise have been a dark and uninviting cutting sliced through some of the poorer areas of the city. She decided to give it a try. Worst-case scenario was that she’d end up in the middle of the night in Porty, reliant on the night buses once again.


She set off, thinking about the hidden ways that snaked through the city. Edinburgh had more than its fair share, from those streets in the Old Town that had simply been buried beneath new rows of houses, to the closes and stairways and ginnels that made a honeycomb of the Old Town. Here, there was no clue to what the path had once been except steep banks of untended undergrowth and the occasional straggly tree trying to make something of itself in unpromising circumstances. Every now and then, a heavy iron bridge crossed the path, carrying a road metres above her head. The stone walls supporting the bridges were covered in graffiti tags, their bright colours muted in the low-level lighting. Not exactly art, she thought, but better than nothing.


She rounded a curve and was surprised by the glow of some kind of fire underneath the next bridge. She slowed, taking in what lay ahead of her. A knot of men huddled round low tongues of flame. Overcoats and beanie hats, heavy jackets and caps with earflaps, shoulders hunched against the night. As she drew nearer, she realised the centre of their attention was what looked like a garden incinerator fuelled by scrap wood. And what she’d taken for beanies were actually kufi prayer hats.


It didn’t occur to her to be nervous of half a dozen men of Middle Eastern appearance gathered round a makeshift fire in the middle of the night. Not in the way she would have been if it had been a bunch of drunks or teens off their heads on glue or drugs. She wasn’t heedless of risk, but she had a good estimation of the air of confidence and competence she exuded. Besides, she reckoned she was pretty good at telling the difference between ‘unusual’ and ‘threatening’. She still held fast to that conviction, in spite of the unlikely event that had robbed her life of its meaning.


As she approached, one of the men spotted her and nudged his neighbour. The word went round the group and the low mutter of conversation ceased. By the time she’d broached the loose circle around the flames, they’d fallen silent, a ring of expressionless faces and blank brown eyes fixed on her. She held her hands out to warm them – who could begrudge her that in the chill of night? – and gave them a nod of acknowledgement.


They stood around in an awkward grouping, nonplussed men and a woman who could afford to be relaxed because she believed she had nothing left to lose. Nobody spoke, and after a few minutes, she nodded again and went on her way without a backward glance. Only another oddity to chalk up to her nocturnal ramblings.


She was beginning to feel that sleep might be a possibility, so she cut down Henderson Street, past the Banana Flats where occasional lights gleamed, down towards the wide mouth of the Water of Leith. Not far to go now. Then she would fall into bed, maybe not even bothering to undress. At last, she’d lose consciousness for a few hours. Enough to keep her functioning.


And tomorrow morning, Detective Chief Inspector Karen Pirie, head of Police Scotland’s Historic Cases Unit, would be ready to deal with whatever crossed her desk. Hell mend anyone who suggested otherwise.
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Roland Brown always left his house in Scotland well in plenty of time to cycle the six miles to his office in Kinross. Truth to tell, he set off ridiculously early because that way he could escape the hell that was breakfast with his three children. Other people’s kids seemed to be able to rub along pretty well, but his daughter and two sons existed in a state of constant warfare that had only intensified now the teenage hormones were starting to kick in. It started as soon as their eyes opened in the morning and carried on relentlessly till bedtime. Which was another source of perpetual battles. He’d recently come to the conclusion that although he loved his children – at least, he supposed he did – he really didn’t like them. It was a realisation he could share with nobody except the birds and the wildlife on his way to and from work.


Unlike humans, they wouldn’t judge him.


So he’d hammer along the Loch Leven trail, muttering his current annoyance as he pedalled, ridding himself of his rage with every downward thrust of his legs. By the time he reached the office, he was calm, unflustered and ready to settle down to his clients’ VAT returns and tax problems.


At that time of the morning, it was a peaceful ride. Unless it was raining or snowing, there would be a scattering of dog walkers who would raise a hand or nod their heads in greeting as he hurtled past. In the summer, he’d occasionally encounter cyclists on touring trips. But generally, it was just him and the things he knew he should never say to his ungrateful, ill-mannered, self-absorbed children. People spoke about blaming the parents, but Roland refused to accept that he and his wife had been particularly catastrophic in their child-rearing. Some people were born twisted.


He rounded a long curve, the loch on his left, the early morning sun hitting his shoulder as he emerged from a clump of trees. Ahead he could see a clearing with a bench that took advantage of the view up the loch towards the Lomond hills. A figure was hunched on the wooden seat. Roland had never seen anybody sitting there before, and it was a surprise to see someone sitting down on what was a cold spring morning with a real nip in the air. There would be dew on that bench, no doubt about it.


As he drew nearer, he could see the man wasn’t so much hunched as slumped. Had he taken ill? Was that why he’d gone to sit down? Did he need help?


For a split second, Roland considered ignoring the man and pretending to himself there was nothing out of the ordinary going on. But he was a decent man at heart, so he slowed to a halt and wheeled his expensive mountain bike across the grass. ‘Are you all right, pal?’ he called as he approached.


No reply. Now he could see that the man’s head was at an odd angle and he seemed to have something brown and sticky matting his hair. Roland drew nearer, his brain refusing to process what he was seeing. And then it was impossible to ignore and all at once Roland’s bike was on the grass. Vomit sprayed the ground at his feet as he realised the man on the bench was never going to be all right again.
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Nine o’clock and Karen was in the poky office at the back of the Gayfield Square station that housed the Historic Cases Unit. They were squeezed into the furthest corner, as if the high command wanted them out of sight and out of mind. Except when they cracked a major case, of course. Then Karen was dragged out of her remote cubbyhole and paraded in front of the media. It made her feel like a prize pig at an agricultural show. However, they were generally ignored for the rest of the time, which suited Karen. Nobody was looking over her shoulder, checking out what she was up to when she hunched in front of her computer screen, blowing on a flat white to cool it enough to drink.


First task of the day was to check her email, to see whether any of her pending cases had inched forward thanks to the forensic scientists who routinely re-examined evidence from old unsolved cases. Their results were often what set a fresh investigation in motion. Without a solid piece of new evidence, there was nowhere for Karen to go.


She was still skimming her mailbox when the door slowly opened to reveal the other half of the cold case team, precariously balancing a paper plate supporting two bacon rolls on top of a large cardboard cup. Detective Constable Jason ‘the Mint’ Murray was as dexterous as he was quick on the uptake, which made Karen fear for the fate of his breakfast.


‘Morning,’ he grunted, miraculously negotiating his arrival without spillage. ‘I brought you a bacon roll.’


The gesture touched Karen more than it warranted. Jason seldom thought beyond his own needs, which was fine with Karen. She didn’t need a daily reminder of what she’d lost. ‘Thanks,’ she said, conscious of sounding less than grateful.


‘Any news?’ Jason took one of the rolls and handed Karen the plate. He yawned as he dropped into his chair. ‘Late one last night.’


‘Where were you?’ Karen really didn’t care. But she knew the value of small gestures when it came to cementing team loyalty. Even if they were only a team of two.


‘I went through to Kirkcaldy for my cousin’s birthday. We ended up on tequila shots in somebody’s kitchen. That’s the last thing I remember.’


‘I hope you got the train in this morning,’ Karen said sententiously.


‘Och, I feel fine. I’m a polis, nobody’s going to do me on a morning after.’


‘Not the point, Jason.’ Before she could deliver a lecture, her mobile rang. ‘DCI Pirie, Historic Cases Unit.’


The voice at the other end had the unmistakable vowels of Dundee. ‘Aye, this is Sergeant Torrance from Tayside. Traffic Division.’ He stopped abruptly, as if he’d given her enough information to be going on with.


‘Hello, Sergeant. How can I help you?’


‘Well, I think it might be me that can help you.’


More silence. Clearly she was going to have to work at extracting information from Sergeant Torrance. ‘An offer of help always gets my day off to a good start. What is it you think you’ve got?’


‘You maybe saw on the news we had a bad crash at the weekend?’


‘Sorry, that one passed me by. What happened?’


‘Ach, a stupid boy showing off to his pals, more than likely. They lifted a Land Rover Defender and somersaulted it over a roundabout on the Perth road in the wee small hours. All three passengers smashed to bits, dead on arrival at Ninewells.’


Karen sucked her breath over her teeth in an expression of sympathy. She’d seen enough road accidents in her time to know the level of carnage they could produce. ‘That’d piss on your chips and no mistake.’


‘Aye. One of the officers attending, it was his first fatal RTA. I doubt he’ll get much sleep for a wee while. Anyway. The thing is, the driver’s still alive. He’s in a coma, like, but he’s hanging in there.’


Karen made an encouraging noise. ‘And you took a sample to check his blood alcohol.’


‘Correct. Which was, by the way, five times over the limit.’


‘Ouch. And I’m presuming you got the lab to run DNA?’


‘Well, it’s routine now.’ Sergeant Torrance didn’t sound like a man who thought that was a good use of Police Scotland’s budget.


‘I’m guessing that’s why you’re calling me?’


‘Aye. We got a hit on the DNA database. I don’t pretend to understand these things, but it wasn’t a direct hit. Well, it couldn’t have been, because it ties in with a twenty-year-old murder and this laddie’s only seventeen.’ The rustle of paper. ‘Apparently it’s what they call a familial hit. Whoever left his semen all over a rape murder victim in Glasgow twenty years ago was a close male relative of a wee Dundee gobshite called Ross Garvie.’


*


The adrenaline rush of reopening a cold case never faded for Karen. The rest of her life might have gone to hell in a handcart, but excavating the past for its secrets still exerted its familiar pull on her. Yesterday she’d never heard of Tina McDonald. Today, the dead hairdresser was front and centre in Karen’s consciousness.


After she’d finished extracting all the information she could from Sergeant Torrance, Karen called the Mint over to her desk. ‘We’ve got a familial DNA hit on an open unsolved rape murder,’ she said, her fingers battering the keyboard as she googled the victim. She skimmed the thin results of her search, leaving it for later. There were more important things to set in motion.


Jason slumped into the chair opposite. In spite of his posture, his expression was alert. ‘I’ll not bother taking my jacket off, then.’


Both halves of the suit might have looked better if he’d taken it off before he went to sleep in it, Karen thought. ‘Tina McDonald. A hairdresser from Partick. Raped and strangled in Glasgow city centre on May seventeenth, 1996. A Friday night. Twenty-four when she died. You know the drill.’


Jason crammed the last chunk of his bacon roll into his mouth and nodded, chewing vigorously then swallowing hard. ‘I’ve to go to the warehouse and pull the files and the physical evidence. Take the evidence to Gartcosh to have the DNA checked again, then bring the files back here.’ It was the first phase of every cold case resurrection. He recited it like the mantra it had become for him.


‘Away you go, then. If you’re lucky with the traffic, you’ll be back by lunchtime and we can get stuck in this afternoon.’ Karen returned to the screen, flinching as Jason’s chair legs screeched on the tiled floor. These days, all her nerve endings seemed to be closer to the surface.


There wasn’t much online. Back in 1996, the news media hadn’t really embraced the idea of digital platforms. There was plenty coverage of the Dunblane primary school massacre that year, but most of that was retrospective. What had happened to Tina McDonald had probably been well covered at the time, particularly by the tabloids. But it had more or less sunk without trace since.


Karen finally hit pay dirt with a website devoted to Glasgow murders. It spanned almost two hundred years and showed a devotion to detail that made her faintly queasy. She wondered whether her colleagues in the city knew about the site and the identity of its creator. He might be a bona fide obsessive. But he might be more than that. For now, however, she was grateful for his diligence.


When Tina McDonald left her cosy single-end flat in Havelock Street on Friday the 17th of May 1996, she couldn’t have known she’d never return. Twenty-four-year-old Tina was off on a girls’ night out with three workmates from the Hair Apparent salon on Byres Road to celebrate the birthday of Liz Dunleavy, the salon owner. Tina was wearing a new outfit from What Every Woman Wants, a figure-hugging red dress with a sequinned swirl from shoulder to waist. Her shoes were new too, a smart pair of low-heeled red patent leather pumps.


Petite blonde Tina took the underground into town from the Kelvinhall station to Buchanan Street then walked the short distance to the Starburst Bar on Sauchiehall Street, where the girls were already ensconced with their drinks. Tina was drinking vodka and Coke. According to Liz Dunleavy, quoted in the Daily Record, they had several rounds before leaving the Starburst for Bluebeard’s nightclub in a side street off George Square.


The club was packed and the dance floor was full of bodies. At first, the girls stayed together but during the course of the next couple of hours they split up and danced with various men. Liz Dunleavy said they lost track of each other for a while. Little did they know the horror that was happening to Tina as they were dancing the night away without a care in the world. When they came back together around 2 a.m., of Tina there was no sign.


But none of them were worried. It wasn’t unknown for one or other of them to pair up with a man and either go on to another club or go home with him. So even though Tina didn’t generally behave like that, the other three didn’t think anything was amiss. They queued up for a taxi from the rank at Queen Street station and went home, thinking Tina was having a good time with someone she’d just met.


Next morning, there was a big shock in store for Sandy Simpson, the early barman at Bluebeard’s. Sandy’s first job of the day was to deal with the empties from the night before. He wheeled out the first tub from behind the bar into the lane where the club’s glass skips were situated. And there, stuffed behind one of the wheeled skips like a discarded piece of rubbish, was the battered and strangled body of poor Tina McDonald.


Strathclyde Police struggled with the case. They revealed Tina had been brutally raped, beaten about the head and manually strangled. They later admitted they had DNA evidence, but no suspects to match it against. Literally hundreds of people who had been out in the city that night came forward to be interviewed and tested, but it seemed that nobody had seen Tina with a man and all the DNA tests came back negative. The last definite sighting of her was touching up her make-up in the ladies’ toilet of Bluebeard’s at about one in the morning. And then it was as if she had disappeared in a puff of smoke only to reappear the next morning as a murder victim.


All these years later, still no one knows who took Tina McDonald’s life that spring evening. Nobody has paid the price for this cruel and heartless act that caused so much grief and loss to the people who loved Tina. It remains one of the shameful Glasgow murders that has no solution.


Behind the sensationalism and the bad prose were the bare bones of a case that had remained a mystery for the best part of twenty years. No witnesses, no suspects – at least, none the police were prepared to go public with – and no closure for the people who had loved Tina.


Now at last, here was a lead that might take them to the door of a man who had escaped justice for years. For Karen, the punishment wasn’t the most important aspect of her job. In her experience, the overwhelming majority of killers didn’t simply shrug off what they’d done and carry on as if nothing had happened. Their lives were distorted in one way or another by guilt and shame. More often than not, that final confrontation with their crimes seemed almost to come as a relief. In her book, the law’s retribution was only the final stage of punishment.


What mattered most to her was answering the questions of those left struggling with the aftermath of sudden violent death. The survivors deserved to know how – and sometimes why – and by whose hand the people they loved had been snatched from them. It was easy to sneer at the idea of closure, but she’d seen at first hand how the cold case team’s results had allowed people to come to terms with their grief and loss. It didn’t always turn out that way, but it happened often enough to make her feel proud of their work.


Karen printed out the blog entry and while she was waiting for the printer to warm up and spit out the pages, she searched for images of Tina. And there was the poster Strathclyde Police had issued in a bid to jog the memory of potential witnesses. It had obviously been blown up from a snap taken by a pal on a night out. In the age of selfies and camera phones, it was easy to forget that back then there were far fewer images to choose from when you were trying to encourage people to remember what they’d seen. When you were using film, you couldn’t tell what your pictures were like till you had them developed. And then the moment was past, with only a fistful of rubbish photos to remind you of a memorable occasion.


The head-and-shoulders shot of Tina that accompanied the request for information was fuzzy and indistinct. She was grinning at the camera, a cocktail glass in her hand. A tumbled halo of blonde hair surrounded a face that might charitably be described as heart-shaped, with a pointed chin and sharp features. Narrow shoulders and a dress that made the most of her breasts. Plenty of men would have found her attractive enough to chat up, Karen reckoned. The problem was that there was nothing particularly distinctive about her. She wouldn’t have stood out in a crowd. And that was why they’d had so much difficulty in finding any decent leads, she supposed.


Karen printed out the photo sheet and collected it from the printer tray. She rearranged the contents of one of their whiteboards to make room for the new investigation and attached what little they had. With luck, Jason would bring something more substantial. And then they could get down to work.
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Usually when a new case hit the Historic Cases Unit, Karen had to be pried away from her desk at the end of the day. She always felt driven to absorb as much as she possibly could right from the start. First impressions were important; she would drill down into the detail afterwards, but she liked to have a sense of how the previous investigation had taken shape.


But not on Mondays. Monday evenings were her time. Monday evenings were when she and Detective Chief Inspector Jimmy Hutton sat in her living room drinking gin and staring out across the glitter and swell of the Firth of Forth towards the clustered lights of the string of Fife towns from North Queensferry to Kirkcaldy. Karen had tried to tell Jimmy it wasn’t necessary any more. That she wasn’t going to fall apart. But Jimmy refused to take a telling. She suspected he needed their Monday evenings as much as she did.


Long months before, Detective Sergeant Phil Parhatka had been killed in the line of duty. That was something that almost never happened in Scotland; there was no routine protocol for getting past it. Phil had been Karen’s partner. The love of her life. She’d fallen for him the first week they worked together and for years she’d been convinced it would never be reciprocated. And then it was.


After they got together, Phil had moved from the HCU. He became Jimmy Hutton’s bagman, his trusted lieutenant in the quaintly named Murder Prevention Team. He’d been fascinated by his job and never imagined it would be the death of him. And then it was.


After the funeral, Karen ignored the advice of everyone who told her not to make any major decisions for a year. She sold the house in Kirkcaldy that Phil had left to her. She sold her own house to the couple who had been renting it from her. With the proceeds, she’d put down a substantial deposit on the flat on the Western Harbour Breakwater with the sensational view and absolutely no memories.


Two weeks after the funeral, Jimmy Hutton had turned up on her doorstep on a Monday. ‘I thought you could maybe do with some company,’ he’d said, proffering a bottle of gin – The Botanist from Islay.


‘I’m fine,’ she’d said. But she was leaning against the door for support. Kindness, she’d recently discovered, was her undoing.


Jimmy had sighed. ‘No, you’re not. And neither am I. I’ve not come to be maudlin. We’ve both taken a body blow, and we’re neither of us in a position to let that show in the day-to-day. I could talk to Phil and so could you. I thought maybe we could talk to each other instead?’


And so she’d opened the door wider, saying, ‘I’ve got Fevertree tonic in the fridge.’ It had since become a Monday evening ritual. Gin sampling and conversation. They didn’t talk much about Phil. They didn’t need to; they’d both absorbed the terrible blow of his death and understood the cost of his loss. But when they did touch on him it was with affection and wry smiles. What they talked about instead was their work. Each had become a sounding board for the other. And in the process they’d worked their way through a series of interesting and sometimes challenging gins. Karen had a decided preference for Miller’s Westbourne Strength with its notes of cucumber, while Jimmy’s current favourite was Caorunn from the Highlands with its distinctive tang of rowan berries.


Tonight they were going to broach Jimmy’s latest discovery – Professor Cornelius Ampleforth’s Bathtub Gin. And much as she loved her job, on a Monday night there was no competition. Besides, she’d already made a first pass at the Tina McDonald case. They hadn’t gone through the hundreds of statements yet, but just by looking at the way the paperwork was organised, she could sense that the initial inquiry hadn’t been a fuck-up. It looked at first glance as though the i’s had been dotted and the t’s crossed. What they’d lacked was an even break.


Which was where Ross Garvie’s familial DNA came in.


Karen was looking forward to telling Jimmy all about it. But as it turned out, he jumped in first with one of his own. Partly because he wanted it to be a cautionary tale for Karen. He knew about the walking and it made him uneasy. He knew what late-night streets in a big city could be like and he didn’t want Karen to come to harm. After Phil, that would be unbearable.


‘I can take care of myself,’ Karen had protested the first time he’d raised the subject.


‘Aye, and so could Phil. It’s not you that’s the issue, it’s the bampots and bawbags out there.’


It was a topic he’d come back to more than once, sometimes directly, sometimes circling round it. Tonight was one of the more oblique ones. ‘Did you hear they had a murder last night up by Kinross?’ Jimmy swirled the ice cubes in his drink, clinking them against the sides of the tumbler. He sniffed at the glass, his nose wrinkling as he savoured the gin’s complex blend of botanicals.


‘What? One of yours?’


He shook his head. ‘No, thank goodness. I only know as much about it as I do because we’re working with the victim’s social worker on another case altogether. She was telling me about it when I stopped by this afternoon.’


Back at the breakfast bar, Karen filled a bowl with crisps and headed back to the far end of the living room where two sofas were angled together in a V-shape to maximise access to the view. ‘A domestic?’ She sat down and plonked the bowl on the triangular glass coffee table.


‘No.’ Jimmy helped himself to a handful of crisps. ‘Quite the opposite, really.’


Intrigued, Karen raised her eyebrows in a question. ‘What’s that, then? The opposite of a domestic?’


‘Well, for a start, the victim wasn’t in any kind of relationship. As far as Giorsal knows, he’d never—’


‘Did you say, “Giorsal”?’ Karen interrupted.


Jimmy’s eyebrows twitched upwards. ‘Aye. Giorsal Kennedy. She’s the senior social worker in the case.’


‘We were at school together.’


‘Aye, she mentioned she used to know you.’


‘We used to be pals but she went off to study social work in Manchester. Amazing. Giorsal Kennedy, as I live and breathe. Last I heard, she got hitched to some guy from Liverpool. When did she come back to Fife?’


Jimmy shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. We’ve been working with her a wee bit more than a year now. You should give her a ring, I bet she’d be pleased to hear from you.’


Karen snorted. ‘Now who’s the social worker? I’ve not seen the woman for more than fifteen years, we’d likely have nothing in common. Still, Giorsal Kennedy …’ She pulled herself back to attention. ‘So, tell me about this non-domestic murder.’


‘The victim was a guy called Gabriel Abbott. A bit of a loner, by all accounts. He lived in a wee cottage near the Orwell standing stones.’


‘What? The ones that look like a pair of massive dildos in the middle of a field?’


Jimmy laughed. ‘One-track mind.’


‘Hey, come on, what else do they make you think of? There’s nothing symbolic about them, Jimmy. They’re two giant willies. End of.’


He shook his head. ‘Have it your own way. Anyway, apparently it was his habit to walk home from the pub in Kinross along the Loch Leven trail. So yesterday morning, some guy was cycling from Scotlandwell to his work in Kinross when he notices a man slumped on a bench at a viewpoint a few feet off the path. He thinks he’s maybe taken a turn of some kind. So he stops and checks it out, and lo and behold, it’s Gabriel Abbott.’


‘Dead already?’


‘Oh aye, dead a few hours at that point. At first they thought it might be suicide. Gunshot to the head, gun in his hand.’


‘But?’ Karen leaned forward, scenting something more.


Jimmy pulled a wry face, setting his glass down on the table. ‘The entry wound was here.’ He pressed his fingertips to his right temple. Then he waggled the fingers of his left hand. ‘But the gun was in his left hand. So unless he was a contortionist …’


‘… he was helped on his way by someone who wasn’t quite as smart as he intended to be.’ She shook her head, puffing her cheeks as she exhaled. ‘Easy done, if you’re panicking. If you’re an amateur. So what’s the story?’


‘There is no story at this point. It’s as mysterious as that banker who got shot on his own doorstep in Nairn a few years back. You remember?’


Karen nodded. No enemies, no debts, no motive. No witnesses, no trace-back on the gun, no viable DNA. ‘So what did this Gabriel Abbott do for a living?’


Jimmy picked up his drink and savoured a sip. ‘Nothing. I kind of like this one, Karen. I’m getting a hint of coriander and cinnamon. Might be the perfect curry aperitif.’


‘You could be right.’ She took another swallow. ‘Spicy warmth. Nothing clinical about this one. But going back to the dead guy: how old was he?’


‘Around thirty, I think. Giorsal says he was bright, but he had some mental health problems going way back. He’d never been able to hold down a job.’


‘It’s hard to see how he would piss somebody off enough to murder him.’


‘It doesn’t always take much.’


‘True.’


‘Maybe he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.’ Jimmy looked at her over the rim of his glass. ‘That’s why—’


‘Stop right there,’ Karen said. ‘I’m not in the mood for one of your heavy-handed morality tales. Bad things happen in the dark. I get it. But bad things happen in the bright light of day too. Phil didn’t die because he was walking the streets at night, Jimmy. I know how to take care of myself. I know how to be safe.’


Jimmy sighed and ran a hand over the undulating bumps of his shaven head. ‘Sure you do.’ His voice was heavy with the weight of disbelief.


‘So the local lads are struggling with this one?’


‘Aye. No witnesses. Nothing.’


‘Interesting.’ Karen stared out over the water. Sometimes she hankered after a live case. She loved what she did, but she couldn’t kid herself that it carried the same adrenaline buzz as the quest to build a chain of evidence in real time.


‘I’ll tell you what’s really interesting, Karen. Twenty-two years ago, Gabriel Abbott’s mother was murdered. And nobody spent so much as a day in jail for it.’
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Karen let the Mint drive to Dundee next morning. Not because she was worried about how much gin she’d drunk the night before but because she wanted to mull over the case Jimmy Hutton had brought up. There were a lot of things that ran in families, but murder wasn’t one of them. Not even in families who made the criminal records computer ka-ching like a slot machine that had hit the jackpot. But there was nothing dodgy about Gabriel Abbott’s family.


Equally, there was nothing similar about the two murders. After Jimmy had left, Karen had gone online to see what she could find out about the death of Abbott’s mother. It hadn’t been anything like she’d expected.


Caroline Abbott, a successful West End theatre impresario, had made the fatal error of travelling in a small plane with a former Secretary of State for Northern Ireland at a time when the IRA and its assorted splinter groups had been flexing their terrorist muscles. When the plane blew up over the Scottish Borders, the four people on board had died instantly. It looked open and shut, even though nobody had claimed responsibility. ‘Probably forgot the bloody code word,’ she’d muttered, thinking how often she ended up on the phone to her bank because she’d forgotten her memorable word.


Later, as she’d walked along the coast in the small hours, she’d thought about Gabriel Abbott, a man whose life must have been defined by that early loss. A year ago, she wouldn’t have made much of that. But now, she had also become someone defined by loss and she couldn’t help feeling an odd kinship with the dead man. Instead of paying attention to her surroundings, she worried at the handful of details she’d learned online about the catastrophic event that had turned his life upside down, as Phil’s murder had done for her.


On the face of it, there was nothing to link the murder of Caroline Abbott with that of her son. A terrorist bombing and an up-close-and-personal shooting. Just a tragic coincidence.


Except that Karen didn’t believe in coincidence.


The Mint slowed as two main roads merged on the approach to the Forth Road Bridge. The journey north from the capital had been less congested in the months since HGVs had been banned from the bridge because of fears that the whole thing might collapse and dump its users into the freezing waters of the estuary below. The haulage companies were grumbling at the detours that had been forced on them, but Karen had little sympathy. It was their heavily laden behemoths that had done the damage in the first place.


‘I love that bridge,’ the Mint declared, taking one hand off the wheel to gesture at the railway bridge, its cantilevers a dark red diagram sketched with careful accuracy against a blue sky.


‘Me too,’ Karen admitted. To someone from Fife, someone like her, it was a border crossing as definite and iconic as Checkpoint Charlie. It marked the southern frontier between the Kingdom of Fife and the rest of the world. Fife was different. Everybody knew that.


The road bridge was what mostly carried her across the Firth of Forth these days, and that meant she was hardly ever conscious of its span. But the railway bridge was irresistible, a monument to Victorian engineering that had given a fresh idiom to the English language. ‘Like painting the Forth Bridge,’ described a never-ending Sisyphean task. Except that, these days, the idiom was a dead letter. Now the industrial chemists had come up with a paint whose topcoat would last for twenty years. It had made Karen wonder which of the other apparent certainties she carried in her head were equally invalid.


The Mint flashed her a quick glance. She’d schooled him well; he knew not to interrupt her if she was lost in thought. Karen reckoned he’d tossed out the comment on the bridge to see whether there might be an opportunity to talk. ‘Something bothering you, Jason?’ she said. ‘And by the way, are you actually trying to grow a beard or did you just sleep in every morning for the last week?’


‘It’s going to be a goatee when it’s finished.’ His attempt at dignity was touching but unsuccessful.


‘You do know it’s coming in ginger?’


‘Auburn, boss. Auburn.’ He frowned, concentrating on the road ahead.


‘Your hair’s auburn, if you stretch a point. Your beard is the colour of Irn Bru. Trust me, Jason, it’s not going to be a babe magnet. I say that in the spirit of kindness. Other people may not.’


He stuck out his lower lip, like a mutinous toddler. ‘All the other guys in the flat have got beards.’


‘Maybe so, Jason, but they’re all students. They’ve got a licence to walk about looking like numpties. But you are a polis and you need people to take you seriously. Now, was there something other than facial hair you wanted to ask about?’


He moved into the fast lane as they reached the end of the roadworks. ‘How are we going about this, boss? Have we got a plan of action?’


‘First stop, the ICU at Ninewells.’


‘Why are we going there? I thought Ross Garvie was in a coma?’


‘Because it’s not Ross Garvie we’re interested in, is it? Even if he’s up for a conversation, which seems, frankly, a long way from likely, what’s he going to be able to tell us? He wasn’t even a twinkle in his daddy’s eye when Tina McDonald was attacked. But the traditional place to find the parents in a situation like this is the bedside vigil.’


Light broke across the Mint’s face. ‘Right,’ he said, extending the word to three syllables. Karen stifled a sigh. Sometimes she wished for a bagman with a few more functioning synapses. But Jason was willing, he was loyal, and because he didn’t have his eye on a bigger prize, he gave every investigation all he had. And for that, she could forgive his lack of brilliance. ‘So we’ll have a wee word with them and then we’ll see if we can persuade Stewart Garvie to part with a DNA sample.’


‘And if we can’t?’


Karen shrugged. ‘We’ll just have to arrest him.’ It was a last resort, but Tina McDonald’s killer had been walking the streets for twenty-odd years, and she was determined not to let him carry on for a day more than necessary. She looked out of the window at the rolling green unfolding on either side of the ribbon of motorway. This had once been mining country, the heart of the West Fife coalfield. In her youth, the landscape had been peppered with winding gear that looked as if it had come from the same drawing board as the railway bridge – a metal skeleton painted the identical dark red. Now it was country parks and fields and people doing jobs that men like her father didn’t comprehend.


Before she could take the idea any further, Loch Leven sparkled into view on the right, a reminder of Gabriel Abbott’s violent death. All Karen knew about Loch Leven came from her childhood – an uncle who had fished for trout there at weekends to escape his termagant wife; a castle on an island where Mary Queen of Scots had been imprisoned, miscarried twins and abdicated the Scottish throne. Sometimes they’d gone on family outings on Sundays to nearby Kinross, where a vast covered market sold everything from underpants to sausages. The journey provided views of the loch, but she’d usually been too busy reading a comic or a library book to pay much attention.


But now she was interested. She craned forward in her seat to see past the Mint. The brutal bulk of the Bishop was reflected in the still waters, casting a shadow over half of the western end of the loch. One shore in shade, one in sunlight made for a dramatic scene. But not one where you’d expect a murder. Karen pulled out her phone and called Jimmy Hutton.


‘Hi, Karen,’ he said, his voice brisk. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘Have you got a number for Giorsal Kennedy?’


‘Aye. Like I said, we liaise with her. So you fancy catching up on the old days after all?’ He sounded upbeat.


‘Why not?’


‘I think the pair of you will get along gangbusters. I’ll text you the number.’


Karen leaned back in her seat and smiled. Gabriel Abbott wasn’t her concern. She knew that. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t take an interest. ‘Jason?’


‘Yes, boss?’


‘How would you feel about getting the train back from Dundee?’


He gave her a puzzled look. It was the expression of his that she knew best. ‘What for?’


‘I think there’s something I want to do on the way back. Somebody I want to go and see.’


‘I could wait,’ he said.


‘It might take a while.’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t mind waiting.’


‘That’s good of you, Jason. But I think it would be better if you took the train home.’


This time he understood it wasn’t really a suggestion. ‘OK, boss,’ he sighed. ‘But what if we have to arrest Ross Garvie’s dad?’


‘We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it.’
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Even with the pallor of unconsciousness and the partial shaving of his thick black hair, Ross Garvie’s good looks were evident. Straight dark brows, long lashes, a neat nose with a hawksbill curve and a generous mouth with a natural quirk at the corners that made it look like he was on the edge of a smile. Easy to see how he’d been a leader of the pack, Karen thought. Chances were that would be beyond him in the future, if the nurse’s verdict was on the money.


‘Subdural haematoma,’ she’d said.


‘What’s that?’ Jason clearly wasn’t watching enough episodes of Casualty.


Karen was happy to find that the nurse responsible for Ross Garvie was the talkative sort. She smiled at Jason and said, ‘When you get a blow to the head that damages a blood vessel in the brain, blood leaks out and forms a clot that puts pressure on the brain. It causes brain damage. The severity varies according to how bad the original damage was and how long it is before we manage to relieve the pressure on the brain. Ross took a bad knock on the side of his head and another one on the back of his skull. The chances are he’s going to have quite a bit of impairment to deal with once he wakes up from his coma.’


‘Will he definitely wake up?’ Jason again. Leaning over the bed and peering at Ross as if he was an exotic specimen in a zoo.


The nurse looked a bit more wary. ‘It’s too early to say. Coma’s a very unpredictable state.’


‘What about his other injuries?’ Karen gestured towards the cage supporting the bedclothes.


‘Fractures to the left tib and fib, and the right ankle. Pelvis pretty much shattered. Five busted ribs. Right arm and wrist will need surgery and pinning. He’s looking at a long hard journey back to anything like mobility,’ she said, matter-of-fact now. ‘Not much of a future for a good-looking young lad like him.’


‘Even less of a future for the three lads who were with him in the Land Rover,’ Karen pointed out. ‘So, are his parents not here?’


The nurse shook her head. ‘They were here all day Sunday. She came back yesterday, but we asked her not to spend all her days and evenings here. It’s better all round if we can get the families not to do that. It means we can get on with the work of the ward, which can be quite traumatic sometimes. And it means they don’t get worn out in the same way. Left to themselves, they put their own health at risk, sitting at bedsides day and night. It’s only natural to want to do whatever you can to support somebody you love, but it helps nobody if your own body breaks down in the process.’


‘What did you make of them?’ Karen said, stepping away from the bed and moving closer to the nurse, inviting a more intimate response. She was good at making people relax into revelation. She thought it was something to do with her apparent lack of sophistication. A few extra pounds (less than there used to be, but still …); a wardrobe that always looked slightly rumpled; a haircut that had defeated hairdressers all her life. Women never felt threatened by her and men treated her like a wee sister or a favourite auntie.


Now the nurse was seduced into confidences. ‘They were stricken, but it was like they weren’t surprised. Like they were resigned to something bad happening to the boy. His mum was definitely more upset. His dad … it felt like he was more angry than sad. Mind you, it’s often the same with men. They don’t know how to express their feelings, so they hide behind being gruff.’


Karen remembered. Phil had been like that in public. But it had been a different story when they’d been alone together. Then, he’d found the words to anatomise his responses to the people and the situations he encountered at work. His hidden sensitivity was the key to his success in the Murder Prevention Team, a success that had ended up costing his life. Karen gave herself a mental shake and focused on what the nurse was saying.


‘But I had the definite feeling he couldn’t wait to get out of here on Sunday night. It made him uncomfortable. I asked her if he was coming in yesterday, but she said he’d gone to his work. He needed something to keep himself occupied.’


‘What does he do? Did Mrs Garvie say?’


‘He’s something to do with the redevelopment down by the station. Where the V&A’s going to be.’


‘What about her? Does she work?’


‘She works from home, she said. She’s a freelance transcriber.’


‘What’s that?’ Jason had drifted across to join them.


Impatient with the interruption, Karen explained. ‘When people dictate stuff, or when people need a hard copy of an interview or a meeting, they ping the digital recording over to somebody like Linda Garvie and she turns the audio into a document.’


‘Sheesh. Who knew that was a job?’


‘How did you think our interviews end up as court documents?’


The blank look he gave her said it all. ‘I never thought about it,’ he said.


Karen turned the full beam of her attention back to the nurse. ‘So you reckon she’ll be at home now?’


‘Well, she said she’d be in this afternoon, so you’ll probably catch her. But I don’t think she’ll be able to tell you anything about the accident.’


Karen smiled. ‘We’re only looking for a bit of background. You’ve been very helpful.’ She took Jason’s elbow and steered him towards the door. ‘Time to let these good people get on with saving some lives, Jason.’ While we set about throwing a hand grenade into others.


There was nothing remarkable about the Garvies’ house, nothing that made it stand out from its neighbours in the quiet residential street off the main Perth road. A traditional Scottish stone semi-detached villa with a dormer window thrusting out from the roof. There would be an attic bedroom behind it, the roof and walls intersecting at odd angles apparently designed with the sole intent of cracking the heads of the unwary. Karen wondered if that was the room where Ross Garvie had grown up. Lads from streets like these were supposed to confine their teenage rebellion to tiny acts of nonconformity – stealing a nip of vodka from the bottle in the cupboard, swearing in front of their granny, toking on a skinny joint in a friend’s bedroom. Not getting lashed to the gills and stealing cars. That was supposed to be confined to the underclass. The neighbours would be agog.


Unless of course any of the dead boys were neighbours. Then the atmosphere would be different. Vengeful and poisonous, rich with recrimination and blame. For Linda Garvie’s sake, Karen hoped Ross’s victims lived on the other side of town. Whatever her stupid son had done, it wasn’t her fault. As for Stewart Garvie – if the DNA lab had got it right, he might have worse things to occupy his mind and his neighbours before too long. ‘Let’s do it, then,’ she said.
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