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AUTHOR’S NOTE



First and foremost, this book is a work of fiction. Those readers familiar with St Andrews and the East Neuk may notice that I have taken creative licence with respect to some local geography and history, and with the names of some police forces, which have now changed. Sadly, too, the North Street Police Station has been demolished and a block of flats constructed on the site, but its past proximity to the town centre with its many pubs and restaurants would have been too sorely missed by Gilchrist for me to abandon it. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is unintentional and purely coincidental. Any and all mistakes are mine.
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CHAPTER 1



8.15 p.m., Wednesday, Early December
Fisherman’s Cottage, Crail, Fife, Scotland


Rain battered the windows with blasts as hard as hailstones. Outside, the back garden lay as dark as the deepest pit, black enough to force an involuntary shiver down the spine. A good night to stay in, put your feet up, pour yourself a solid half, and watch the telly. At least that’s what Detective Chief Inspector Andy Gilchrist was looking forward to on the lead up to Christmas. Which was why he eyed his mobile phone on the dining-room table with hostile suspicion as it vibrated as if coming to life. A lifetime of answering calls had him reaching for it to squint at the screen – ID Jessie.


‘Nice of you to phone and wish me goodnight,’ he joked.


‘Yeah, you wish.’


He fingered the curtain, peered into the black night at rain streaming down the glass in glimmering sheets, and with solemn resignation, said, ‘I’m listening.’


‘Sorry, Andy. Just in. Suspicious death. Supposed to look like suicide—’


‘Supposed to? What does that mean?’


‘Exactly that. At least, that’s what I’m thinking.’


‘You’re at the scene?’


‘Didn’t want to disturb you, with all your Christmas shopping still to do. Have you started yet, by the way?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Right. Anyway, thought I could take care of it myself, but now I’m here, I think I need a second opinion.’


‘Where’s here?’ he said, and listened to her rattle off an address that cast up an image of the outskirts of St Andrews, somewhere on the road to Strathkinness if his memory served him.


‘You want me to have someone pick you up?’ Jessie said.


‘That’s kind of you, but I think I can manage.’


‘You haven’t been drinking, is what I mean. It’s absolutely bitter. Black ice and threatening snow. Wouldn’t want to invalidate your insurance if anything happened.’


Not like Jessie to be so overprotective, he thought. He eyed his tumbler, its contents golden, two cubes of ice still visible. Who had once told him in a fit of disgusted pique that whisky’s a warm drink? He couldn’t remember. But over the years he’d learned to have a drink any way he liked – white wine with meat, red with chicken, whisky with ice, or like his son, Jack, vodka with anything. Not that any of it mattered, of course. For Gilchrist, the end result was the same – a mellowing of stress, a softening of character, unless that last one for the road tilted the odds, of course.


‘I’ll be with you in twenty,’ he said, and ended the call.


He gulped a mouthful that emptied the glass, then walked to the hallway for his winter jacket and his scarf and car keys.


* * *


Jessie had been right. The roads were dreadful, sparkling with sheets of ice now the rain had ceased and changed into the tiniest of snowflakes that grew in size as he drove on. He marvelled at Scotland’s ability to throw another of nature’s elements his way, his car’s headlights now little more than two weak beams that reflected flakes that fluttered onto his windscreen like fledglings’ feathers. But he kept his speed steady, the sensible side of the limit, and followed the directions on his satnav.


He found the address, a semi-detached stone villa, curtained windows glowing a false welcome, front garden already blanketed in deepening snow. He parked half-on half-off the pavement, behind Jessie’s car. No sign of the SOCO van, which told him that she really was in need of a second opinion. Obvious signs of murder, and the Scenes of Crime Officers would be one of the first to call and secure the area. Still, suspicious deaths necessitated forensic examination, so why the delay?


The front entrance was unlocked, and he entered without announcement.


Several doors lay off a darkened hallway brightened only by a single lamp that stood on an antique nest of tables next to an old-fashioned telephone, coiled lead twisted around the table’s legs like ageing vine. A door at the far end lay open, from which he thought he caught the sound of whispered conversation. As he neared, he realised it was more sobbing than talking, and without a word he stood in the doorway.


A young woman was seated with her back to him, clearly in distress, facing Detective Sergeant Jessie Janes who caught his eye, shook her head, and signalled for him to enter the room behind him.


He did as instructed, turned, and entered what he took to be the front lounge, only to find it was smaller than expected, and seemed more storeroom than living room. Every shelf and flat surface overflowed with books, magazines, bound paperwork. Newspapers stood in three-foot-high piles, wrapped in string, and formed a pathway of sorts that led to the only furniture in the room, an oversized hand-carved wooden coffee table on which stood a closed laptop surrounded by handwritten notes. Facing the table was a solitary armchair in which sat the upright body of a man, eyes shut, as if he had simply closed the laptop, sat back, and gone to sleep.


Gilchrist slipped on a pair of latex gloves, and set about the task of providing Jessie with that requested second opinion. And as he studied the body, he came to see that she had been right to call him. Not that it was obvious that a murder had been committed. Rather, it was the little things that didn’t quite seem to fit – the way the body was propped upright on the armchair, hands neatly placed on the chair’s arms as if to prevent them from falling off, eyelids closed, as if pressed shut with care, open-neck linen shirt tucked into belted jeans, turtleneck undershirt, trainers – not slippers – on sock-covered feet spaced apart just so. And it struck him then, that without realising, he’d already determined it to be an unnatural death – everything was just too neat. But were these quantum leaps in logic, prompted by Jessie’s concerns?


He took a step back, and looked at the laptop and the mess on the table.


Again, it was the little things that didn’t quite add up. A space seemed to have been cleared around an A4 page to the left of the laptop, with the single word SORRY handprinted on it. Which looked like no suicide note he’d ever come across. A pen lay across the page, positioned so that it lay parallel to the edge, as if it had been placed there with care. Other than the laptop, paper and pen, the rest of the table seemed like discarded detritus, as if the contents of a file had been tipped onto it. None had fallen to the floor though, which could be the assigned storage area for piled newspapers.


He resisted the urge to open the laptop, and was taken by the sense that it appeared out of place with the rest of the room – twenty-first century meets nineteenth. A careful flick of gloved fingers through the papered mess confirmed no charger, no lead, no mouse, no dongle, which had him thinking that the laptop had been put there for show, and worrying that he was trying to force-fit a crime into the scene. Was that what he was doing?


Back to the body. He leaned closer.


The face belonged to a man in his late forties, early fifties, perhaps? A handsome face, he’d have to say, with short dark hair neatly trimmed, greying around the temples. Square chin recently shaved, skin soft to the touch with no signs of dryness. Closer still to confirm the fragrance of aftershave, perhaps moisturiser. Shirt fresh with an ironed seam down both arms. Cuffs buttoned. Fingernails neat, a tad overlong, he thought, but no signs of ever having been bitten. The hands, too, felt soft, as if they’d never experienced a single day’s grafting.


His thoughts were interrupted by Jessie saying, ‘Ian Howitt. Forty-one years old. Born and raised in York. Single. Never married. Part-time lecturer in psychology at the uni. St Andrews, that is. Took up the position after the summer break. So he’s a newbie.’


‘All this from . . .?’ Gilchrist said.


Jessie nodded behind her. ‘Hollie Greenwood-Moy,’ she said. ‘That’s with a hyphen.’


Gilchrist glanced over her shoulder, at the open doorway to the room in which Hollie Greenwood hyphen Moy sat, presumably still sobbing. ‘And how does Hollie know all this?’


‘She’s shagging him. Or he’s shagging her. I can never work it out any more. Against all the rules, of course.’


‘What rules?’


‘She’s one of his students.’


Gilchrist mouthed an Aahh.


‘Denied it at first. Shagging him. But she called it in. Said she’d an appointment with him to discuss one of his lectures. But when she turned up, he didn’t answer the door, so she let herself in, and hey presto. There he was. Sitting like a dummy.’


He looked down at Howitt. ‘So how did she know he was dead?’


‘Earth to Andy . . . Hello . . .?’


He cleared his throat. ‘She didn’t touch the body, is what I’m asking. Did she?’


Jessie frowned. ‘Apparently not.’


‘Apparently?’


‘So she said.’


‘Was the door locked?’


‘What door?’


‘The front door. Howitt didn’t answer, so she let herself in, you said. Did she have a key? Or was it unlocked?’


Jessie grimaced for a moment, then said, ‘Sorry, Andy. Shit.’


‘Let’s go and ask her, shall we?’


She nodded, and walked from the room, somewhat disheartened, he thought.










CHAPTER 2



As they entered the room opposite, Gilchrist was struck by the contrast. No expense seemed to have been spared in this room’s furnishings. The air was redolent of flowers and polish, with an underlying scent of having been recently wallpapered. Table lamps brightened ornaments that glowed. Photographs shone. Cornicing ran around the ceiling, and not a crack or rain-stained patch in sight. Paintings that could be masterpieces, for all Gilchrist knew, splashed the walls in blues, reds, yellows, colours that reminded him of the last trip he’d taken to the Caribbean, many years ago now, it seemed. Bold yellow and blue curtains hung from ceiling to floor, in a fabric that was a match for the seating – three sofas and a single armchair – all of which surrounded a glass-covered table that looked as if it had been made from a carved antique travel case.


A young woman, a teenager if he had to guess, sat on the closest sofa, her feet curled beneath her, blonde hair tied in a long ponytail that dangled over one shoulder. The darkest of eyebrows told him her hair was dyed, and the quality of her clothing – fine woollen cardigan, silk collarless blouse, needle-corduroys – that she had money; or at least her family had.


‘This is Detective Chief Inspector Gilchrist,’ Jessie said to her. ‘The boss.’


She looked up at Gilchrist with mascara-run eyes that glistened with tears.


He held out his warrant card, and offered a sad smile. ‘Hollie?’ he said.


She nodded, and sniffed into a tissue.


‘Greenwood-Moy?’


Another nod.


He took the armchair, and leaned forward. ‘Are you able to tell me what happened?’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, in a soft English voice that hinted of elocution and expensive boarding schools. ‘It’s such a shock. I never would’ve . . .’ She pressed the tissue to her nose again, squeezed her eyes shut, and shook her head.


He gave her some time to recover, then said, ‘You never would’ve what?’


‘Expected it,’ she said. ‘I never would’ve expected Ian to have died so young. He was so . . . so energetic, so . . . so full of life. That’s what made him such a brilliant lecturer.’


‘And can you tell me . . . how long have you known Ian?’


‘Since the start of the term.’


‘And you and he became . . .?’


Her gaze sliced in a nervous glance at Jessie, then she nodded, as if in defeat. ‘We fell in love. As simple as that.’


‘How old are you?’


She glared at him, as if angered by the question. ‘True love is oblivious to age difference.’


‘I’m sure it is,’ he said. ‘So how old are you?’


‘Twenty,’ she relented. ‘Next January.’


‘And you said you’d arranged to meet Mr Howitt . . . Ian . . . this evening?’


‘Yes.’


‘What time?’


‘Seven-thirty.’


‘So, tell me what happened. Take your time. Talk us through it. Don’t miss out a thing.’


She sniffed again, dabbed the tissue at her nose. ‘I rang the doorbell—’


‘Did you walk here?’ he interrupted. ‘Get a taxi? Or . . .?’


‘Sorry. I got a taxi.’


‘Where do you live?’


She told him.


‘Carry on,’ he said, and focused on her eyes.


She ran her hand over her ponytail, then said, ‘I’d ordered a taxi for seven-twenty. It arrived five minutes late. So I got to Ian’s just after seven-thirty.’


Gilchrist glanced at Jessie, pleased to see she was scribbling in her notebook – she would look into the taxi firm’s call logs, interview the driver. Had he seen anything out of the ordinary? Was tonight the first time he’d driven Hollie – or anyone else, for that matter – to this address?


‘I rang the doorbell,’ Hollie said. ‘And when Ian didn’t answer, I let myself in.’


‘Was the door unlocked?’


‘No.’


Gilchrist said nothing, let silence ask the question.


‘I have a key. Ian gave it to me a month or so ago. He trusted me.’


Start of the term would be early September. A month or so ago would put giving her a key close to early November, maybe sooner. Which was a bit quick to be granting someone open access to your home. At least, that’s what Gilchrist thought. ‘You let yourself in,’ he said. ‘Then what?’


‘I knew right away that something was wrong.’


‘Why was that?’


‘The silence, I think. Anytime I’d been to Ian’s, he always had music on. He loved his music. He was so intellectual in that respect.’


‘What type of music?’ he asked, just to keep the interview relaxed.


‘Modern neoclassical.’ She returned his gaze, as if expecting him to ask what modern neoclassical music was. Thankfully he didn’t embarrass himself before she said, ‘You know, Sebastian Plano, Misha Mishenko, Natasha Nightingale. All the well-known ones.’


He didn’t have it in him to admit he’d never heard of them, and gave a vague nod as he cast his gaze around the room, searching for a music stack, or CD player, even a record player – wasn’t vinyl back in fashion? – but couldn’t find any. Maybe Howitt played music on his phone. That seemed to be the modern way. Back to Hollie.


‘And when you didn’t hear any music, what did you do?’


‘I called out his name, of course.’


‘Of course.’ A pause. ‘Then . . .?’


‘I walked through to the kitchen, to see if he was there.’


Gilchrist felt his gaze being pulled to the hallway. Walking from the front door to the kitchen, which he guessed was at the rear of the house, you would have to pass this lounge, and the other . . . storeroom, for want of a better word. ‘And did you enter the kitchen?’


‘Yes.’ She frowned as if puzzled. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’


‘I take it that the door to the . . .’ he struggled for the proper word, then said, ‘. . . the door across the hall, where Ian was found, was closed.’


‘Oh, I see. Yes. It was.’


‘And to this lounge?’


‘No. It was open, but I could see he wasn’t in here. He seldom is.’


He nodded. ‘Go on.’


‘When I couldn’t find Ian in the kitchen, I went through to the bedroom.’


Gilchrist caught Jessie giving the tiniest of smirks at that.


‘But he wasn’t there either. Nor in the other bedroom. Nor the bathroom. I checked my mobile to see if I’d missed a message from him. But I hadn’t. I tried calling him, but got his voicemail.’ She pressed her hand to her mouth. ‘That’s when I went through to the front room and . . .’ She closed her eyes and her body shivered as tears spilled down her cheeks.


Gilchrist glanced at Jessie, who rolled her eyes in disbelief. He waited for Hollie to recover, before saying, ‘I need to ask you only a few more questions. Are you able to continue?’


She nodded, sniffed, brushed a finger under each eye. ‘I’ll try,’ she whispered.


Another roll of Jessie’s eyes had Gilchrist giving a slight shake of his head to prevent her from stepping in. She pursed her lips, and returned her attention to her notebook.


‘When you called Ian from your mobile,’ he said, ‘where were you?’


‘Back in the kitchen.’


‘And when he didn’t answer, did you hear his mobile ringing?’


‘No,’ she said, a tad puzzled.


‘Does he ever switch his mobile off?’


‘No.’ Another puzzled frown. ‘Why would he?’


‘Have it set on vibrate?’ he asked, ignoring her question.


‘I don’t think so.’


A quick glance at Jessie to pass on his unspoken instruction – we need to find that mobile – then, ‘Let me back up a touch here. So, Hollie, once you’d exhausted all options, and you couldn’t find Ian, and you didn’t know where he was, and he wasn’t answering his mobile, only then did you try the door to the room opposite. Is that correct?’


‘Yes.’


He held her gaze. ‘Why?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Why leave that door to the last?’


‘I’d never been in that room before.’


‘Why not?’


‘Ian never allowed it.’


‘Didn’t allow it, or you were never invited to enter?’


She frowned, as if confused, then shrugged. ‘Never invited to enter, I suppose.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know. I think he just didn’t want me to see it.’


‘Did you never think to ask why?’


‘No.’ She flicked her ponytail as if to say it was a silly question. ‘I wasn’t interested in being shown around his house. I was only interested in being with Ian.’


He gave a tight smile, pleased to see her defiance was helping to push aside her tears. ‘So I’d like you to tell me what you did when you opened that door to the room. Step by step, Hollie, please. Take your time. This is important. Start off by standing in the hall.’


She nodded. ‘I knocked on the door, and called out his name a couple of times.’


‘What did you say?’


‘Ian? Ian? Are you there? And when I heard nothing, I turned the handle and pushed the door open, just a little. It was dark. So I called out his name again. He didn’t answer, so I opened the door wider, and switched on the light. That’s when I . . .’ She closed her eyes for a couple of beats. ‘That’s when I saw Ian sitting there. It was so unnatural. He was so still that I knew right away he was dead. So I switched off the light, pulled the door shut, and called the police.’ She looked at him then, and jerked a quick smile. ‘And here we are.’


Here we are indeed. So many flaws in her account that he wondered if he just plucked at one, then her whole story might come apart at the seams. But not now. Later.


He pushed himself to his feet, a sign that he had no more questions – for the moment, anyway. ‘We’ll need a written statement from you. And a sample of your DNA.’


‘My DNA? Why?’


Jessie said, ‘Standard protocol.’


‘How long will that take?’


‘Not long.’ Jessie again. ‘Forensics should be here any minute.’


Gilchrist said, ‘And while you’re waiting, you might as well make a start on that statement.’


Hollie nodded. Gone was the pained disbelief of moments earlier, and in its place recovered defiance. She wasn’t being fully truthful, he knew. She was hiding something. But what, he couldn’t tell. Not at that moment. But he’d make a point of getting it out of her, sooner, rather than later.










CHAPTER 3



By midnight, Howitt’s body had been removed to the Bell Street Mortuary in Dundee, accompanied by Sam Kim, the youthful and somewhat over-enthusiastic forensic pathologist who’d been appointed as the intended temporary replacement for Rebecca Cooper. Although with Cooper having been out of sight and sound for four months now, temporary was looking to become more permanent. Gilchrist was still undecided as to whether he missed the cut and thrust of his and Cooper’s relationship, or just relieved to interact with an energetic new face, and a mind as quick and sharp as his own.


He was seated in Howitt’s kitchen, reading Hollie’s statement, when Jessie burst in and said, ‘Andy. You’ve got to see this.’


He followed her through to the front room in which Howitt’s body had been found, surprised to see an opening in the far wall – not a door per se, but what looked like a false bookshelf that had been pulled open to reveal a cupboard of sorts. Or so he thought.


Colin, the lead SOCO, wearing full forensic attire, stood at the entrance. ‘Couldn’t figure out why this room seemed so out of proportion with the rest of the house,’ he said, ‘until I found this.’ He stood back to let Gilchrist enter.


The first thought that hit him was that it was some kind of secret den, a place that a devious man might have in which to keep his real persona hidden from others. Some ten feet wide by twelve feet long, the room contained little more than a desk with drawers at one end, and a wall at the other, which was taken up with what looked like a projector screen rolled down from the ceiling. A magnifying mirror stood on the desk at one corner, and a few cables lay abandoned across the desk, their USB connections telling him that Howitt must have set up his laptop, or some other computer, in here. Maybe this was where he came to search the internet for porn in secret. But if he lived alone, what was the point of secrecy?


He opened one of the drawers, and frowned at the contents. ‘What’s this?’ he said, lifting out what looked like someone’s furry scalp.


‘A wig,’ Colin said. ‘One of many. Check the drawers below.’


Gilchrist did, touching none of the contents, one drawer at a time, noting numerous mascaras, foundation compacts, blusher brushes, beauty accessories a woman might use to make herself more attractive, and came to understand the reason for the magnifying mirror. He closed the drawers, reached for a switch on the wall, and turned it. The room dimmed. A glance overhead confirmed two rows of spotlights inset into the ceiling. He brightened the room again, and looked first at Jessie, then Colin. ‘What is this place?’


Colin gave a knowing smile, pressed a remote fob that Gilchrist hadn’t noticed, and turned his attention to the back wall. Gilchrist frowned as the screen came alive to a blank wall, then shifted with an audible click to an image of the inside of a room with a window through which a still-life mountain scene formed a snow-covered backdrop.


‘What is it?’ he said. ‘A photograph?’


‘One of many.’ Colin clicked the fob again.


The screen changed to another image, another room, this time of a patio window with a vibrant green backdrop and blue sea in the distance. A cloudless sky gave the impression that he was looking out of some Caribbean hotel window, a first-class hotel at that.


Another click, and the scene changed to a panorama of sun-parched walls and red-tiled rooftops, reminding Gilchrist of a photograph he’d once seen as a young boy, of a resort in Yugoslavia before the country was hacked to independent pieces by the Yugoslav wars. He walked to the desk, took a long look at the screen, then sat on the swivel chair with his back to it. ‘So,’ he said, ‘if you’re sitting here with your laptop on, and you’re on FaceTime or Zoom or whatever other digital channel you choose, the person you’re talking to sees you sitting in front of whatever background you want.’ He swivelled the chair around so that he faced Colin and Jessie. ‘Right?’


Colin nodded. ‘And the image is positioned far enough back from the screen that the person you’re talking to sees it slightly out of focus.’


‘Meaning that you can’t tell if it’s real or not?’


‘Precisely. And it’s more likely to fool someone than the fake backgrounds you get on Zoom.’ Colin clicked the fob again, and the sand-coloured expanse of a mesa and butte desert swamped the room, the image so clear, so close, that Gilchrist felt he could step through the wall into the American southwest.


Jessie said, ‘The sneaky bastard. He chats up whoever he likes, wearing his wig of the day, pretending to be someone he’s not.’ She glanced at the screen. ‘And somewhere he’s not. See that? It doesn’t have to be perfect. It just needs to be a scene that someone sees over his shoulder in the background.’ Then she stared hard at Gilchrist, and a shadow of anger seemed to settle behind her eyes. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’


He wasn’t sure what Jessie was thinking, but his own thoughts shifted to the tearful Hollie Greenwood-Moy. Howitt had trusted her enough to give her a key to his home. But how well did she know him? Well enough to know about this secret den, even though she denied that? Well enough to know of his mysterious side, that darker persona of his that he preferred to keep hidden? Somehow the manner in which she’d expressed her grief told him she couldn’t have known. But again, you never could tell. Or perhaps he should be asking how well did Howitt know Hollie? After all, they’d been having an affair for only a couple of months or so.


He faced Jessie, and said, ‘What are you thinking?’


‘That he uses this place to trick women. He gets them on FaceTime, pretends he’s living the high-life. Swiss Alps here, Caribbean islands there, a drive in the desert over there.’ She paused, as if out of breath, then said, ‘He’s a romance scammer. I’d put my savings on it, if I had any.’


Gilchrist tilted his head, not fully convinced. ‘Keep going.’


‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘You’re stuck in a dingy flat in downtown Glasgow or wherever, and it’s pissing outside for ten months of the year, and along comes a rich sugar daddy, offering sights like these and the promise of a good time in the sun. For half the folk in Glasgow, that would be a difficult thing to resist. Knickers to the wind, and all that.’ She faced the back wall. ‘Look at that. Jeez, I could strip off right now for a chance at that.’


Gilchrist grimaced, not sure of Jessie’s line of thinking. But he had to agree there was something uniquely disturbing about the room. He shook his head as his rationale found fault with the present circumstances. ‘But he didn’t have to use this room to entrap Hollie, did he? She’s one of his students. He wouldn’t have to talk to her in some faked setting like these. She’d see right through it, would she not?’


‘Hollie would, yeah, but I bet if he FaceTimed someone out of town, someone who wasn’t one of his students, they’d fall for it.’


‘How would he know who to phone? How would he get their number?’


‘Duh, Andy. This is the age of social media where folk are posting intimate details of themselves all over the place. The internet’s overloaded with dating sites. You can find any number of women just gagging to meet someone from an exotic part of the world, or some rich punter willing to take them on an all-expenses-paid trip to some sun-soaked beach on some paradise island.’ She snorted. ‘If I wasn’t so cynical, I could fall for it myself.’


Gilchrist pushed the chair back, and stood. He wasn’t sold on that theory, although he had to admit it sounded plausible, and was worth looking into. He would instruct the IT team to carry out a forensic examination of Howitt’s laptop, see what they came up with. Maybe they would find something to strengthen Jessie’s theory. Which was all good and well. But first, they would need to establish cause of death, which with the discovery of the secret den, had Howitt’s death by suicide even less likely.


And Hollie Greenwood hyphen Moy was not telling the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. She was hiding something, he was sure of that. He would have Jessie set up another interview with her in the morning.










CHAPTER 4



10.20 a.m., Thursday morning
North Street Police Office, St Andrews


Gilchrist pushed back from his desk, squeezed the bridge of his nose to try to clear the tiredness from his thoughts. He’d driven to the Office in early-morning winter darkness, rain-laden winds whipping in from the sea. Now, the skies shone a brilliant blue, as if the morning storm had never existed, which brought to mind Billy Connolly’s joke about the weather in Scotland – if you don’t like it, wait twenty minutes. For all anyone knew, it could be snowing again by midday.


A glance at his watch had him picking up the phone. Hollie Greenwood-Moy had been instructed by Jessie to be at the Office for ten o’clock for further questioning. But she hadn’t turned up.


‘Any news?’ he said to Jessie.


‘Not yet. And she’s not answering her mobile. Want me to knock her up? She rents a place in Queen’s Gardens. It’s a five-minute walk.’


‘Give her to half past. In the meantime, any luck with Howitt’s mobile?’


‘Not a squeak. Not showing up anywhere. No pings on any masts. Wherever it is, it’s stone dead. I’m betting the SIM card’s been destroyed. Which makes this a defo for murder.’


‘How about his laptop?’


‘Haven’t heard back from the techies yet—’


‘Well chase them up, for crying out,’ he said, louder than intended. ‘Then get hold of Hollie, and drag her down here by her ears if you have to. And get onto the taxi firm to check her story. If she thinks she’s having a laugh, she’s got another think coming, damn it.’ He waited for Jessie to leave his office, then took a couple of deep breaths. The beginning of any murder investigation was always critical, those early hours of discovery being the most important. Not always the case, but the longer the investigation stalled, the more difficult it became, and he was now eager to start that ball rolling, find something to focus on.


Just then, his desk computer beeped.


He returned to his seat, clicked the mouse; an email from Sam Kim with the subject heading – Draft PM Report. Well, at least that was a start, and good to see that she gave his instructions top priority. He scanned through the email for a quick preview, eager to see cause of death. And there it was – suspected drug overdose. He read on, and felt a frown crease his head when he read twin burn marks on the upper torso, beneath the nape of the neck, consistent with having been tasered. So, Howitt had been overpowered by taser, the burn marks to the back of the neck suggesting he’d been taken by surprise.


Gilchrist gave that some thought, then printed the report and read through it, taking more care this time. The cause of death was as he’d expected, he supposed, but how had the drugs been administered – orally, or otherwise? They’d found no evidence of Howitt’s having taken pills – no empty bottles – and with no track marks on his arms, Gilchrist was intrigued as to how the murder had been committed.


He found what he was looking for, confirmation of an injection site in the upper right biceps, which told him that Ian Howitt, forty-one-year-old newbie psychology lecturer at St Andrews University, had not committed suicide, but been murdered. At that moment, his phone rang, and he reached for it.


‘Are you busy, sir?’


He smiled at Detective Constable Mhairi McBride’s question. If he was in his office, he would no doubt be busy, and particularly at the start of a murder investigation. But Mhairi always afforded him the deference his position commanded. ‘I’m listening,’ he said.


‘I think you need to see this, sir. Jackie’s found something that I’m sure will impact the investigation, sir.’


Jackie Canning, researcher extraordinaire, had become Gilchrist’s indispensable asset in any investigation, and a critical member of his team. Intrigued as to what she’d found, he said, ‘I’m on my way, Mhairi.’


He found Jackie at her computer, crutches propped against the wall in the corner, Mhairi by her side, both focused on some image on the screen. A printer churned out pages with electronic regularity. Mhairi stepped back to let him stand beside Jackie and have an uninhibited view of the screen.


He frowned as he leaned closer. ‘What’re we looking at?’


Jackie, whose stutter was so bad she’d more or less given up speaking, clicked the mouse. The screen flickered as she backed through the website, to land at what he took to be the homepage.


A photograph of a beautiful young woman with dark eyes, large and round, which reminded him of his daughter, Maureen, smiled back at him. Hair glistened. Teeth sparkled. The image faded for a moment, to be replaced by that of a young man, every bit as fresh and lively as the woman. Love heart symbols headed short menus.


‘A dating website?’


Jackie said, ‘Uh-huh,’ and clicked the mouse. The screen shifted to a collage of small photographs, all of which, he noticed, were headshots of men. The cursor shifted to one of the images, and with another click a face filled the screen.


‘That’s Howitt,’ Gilchrist said, except that it wasn’t the same Howitt who now lay on Sam Kim’s post-mortem table, but a younger, fresher, more vibrant-looking Howitt, whose features had been air-brushed to take years and weight off him, give him a set of the whitest teeth. Another click, and a short bio of a man purporting to be Spencer Ames, popped up below the photo – no mention of Ian Howitt or of being a psychology lecturer at St Andrews University, but rather of Spencer Ames, a venture capitalist specialising in forward-thinking technology startups and emerging computer companies. Back to the headshot, and Gilchrist thought he recognised the background as the Caribbean setting in Howitt’s secret room which, now he thought about it, could instead be somewhere on the Californian coast.


The screen shifted again to show a short statement – Spence is looking for a long-term relationship with a financially independent woman in her late-thirties, early-forties. Must like long walks, candlelight dining, fine wine, and theater. Gilchrist noticed the American spelling and realised that in today’s digital social media world, physical distance was no barrier. Any man could find the woman of his dreams, with the simplest click of a computer mouse.


But digital contact could take a prospective lover only so far. There had to come a time when a face-to-face was inevitable. Then the game would be up; no rich and handsome venture capitalist with long walks to take, or pre-theatre candlelit dinners with fine wines by the bottle-load, but a mundane university lecturer on a basic salary. So, what was the point of all this? Why would Howitt go to the trouble of setting up a fake dating site account, which was bound to lead no farther than the computer screen? And if it was all falsified information, why post a photograph of himself, albeit airbrushed to within an inch? Maybe because he knew no meetings would ever take place? That might work. But still . . .


Gilchrist read through the short statement again, his eyes finally settling on the words financially independent, which told him what he needed to know about Howitt’s intentions. ‘Any thoughts?’ he said to Mhairi, more to test his own theory than to seek her advice.


‘Jackie’s got a copy of one of Howitt’s bank accounts,’ she said.


‘One of his bank accounts? How many does he have?’


‘Four with RBS, sir, and two with HSBC. All in the name of Ian Howitt. He had another two with the Bank of Scotland, but he’s closed these down.’


‘Do you know why?’


‘No, sir, but if you look at one of his HSBC accounts—’ She reached for a small pile of stapled papers, and handed the top two pages to him. ‘This one, sir. I’ve highlighted a number of significant deposits.’


Gilchrist eyed the highlighted numbers, and found himself whistling at the amounts. ‘Thirty-five thousand,’ he said. ‘Then two days later, another fifteen thousand plus. The following week, another eighteen? And so it goes on.’


‘Yes, sir. In the space of forty-five working days, a total of just under two hundred thousand pounds was deposited into that account.’


‘And the bank didn’t raise any concerns?’


‘Not that we’re aware of, sir, but I’ll look into that.’


Gilchrist turned his attention back to the computer screen and the airbrushed image of Howitt. ‘Well done, Jackie.’


‘Uh-huh.’ She smiled, and her head of rust-curly hair wobbled.


‘So,’ he said to her, ‘did you find any bank accounts in the name of Spencer Ames?’


She opened her mouth, as if an idea had come to her, then shook her head. ‘Nuh-uh.’


He peered at the screen, his mind thinking back to the secret room and the background images that appeared on the wall with the click of a fob. The panoramic mesa and buttes that placed Howitt in the southwestern states; the American spelling on the short statement; the Caribbean island or, now he thought about it, the Californian coast; the closing down of the Bank of Scotland accounts. He puzzled at the outcome of his own logic, a major leap in his deductive reasoning. It could be worth giving it a shot, a longshot at that. But the problem with longshots was that they were often man-hour intensive, which always caused bean-counters’ hackles to rise.


He pulled himself upright, decision made. ‘Find out what you can on this Ian Howitt,’ he said to Mhairi. ‘Where was he employed before St Andrews? How did he earn an income, and how much? Who is he? Why is he here? Does he have any friends or family? And check those closed Bank of Scotland accounts. Did the HSBC deposits originate from them? And if so, where did these funds come from?’


‘Yes, sir.’


He placed a hand on Jackie’s shoulder, gave a gentle squeeze. ‘I know you’re busy, Jackie, but if you’ve got some time, do you think you could find out if Spencer Ames has any bank accounts in the USA?’ She looked up at him, and he winked her a smile, then nodded to the screen. ‘I think this profile is set up to target Americans.’ And even as he said it, he thought it such a longshot that he almost took it back.


But Jackie’s hair wobbled, and she said, ‘Uh-huh,’ while her fingers flickered over the keyboard like a jazz pianist, and the screen shifted to a waterfall of website links that flowed like a torrent of words before his eyes, too fast for him to read.


‘Again, well done both of you.’ He faced Mhairi. ‘Let me know what you come up with as soon as you can,’ he said, and left the room.










CHAPTER 5



Gilchrist stepped outside. The Office heating was often set too high for his liking, and it felt good breathing in ice-cold air. Two construction vehicles eased down North Street, and he pressed his mobile to his ear to drown out the noise. ‘Where are you?’ he asked Jessie.


‘Trying to talk to that bitch, Hollie Greenwood bloody hyphen Moy.’


‘Problems?’


‘She’s done a runner, Andy. Well, that’s what I think, although her flatmate says she told her she was going to visit a friend.’


‘Why would she do a runner?’


‘Because she knows more than she’s letting on?’


‘And why doesn’t she answer her mobile?’


‘That’s what I asked, but her flatmate said she does that sometimes, just goes into herself, disappears for a day or two, then reappears as if nothing’s happened.’


‘Does her flatmate know about Howitt?’


‘Says she knew she was dating someone, staying out all night now and again, but never told her who he was or where she was staying. She kept that to herself.’


‘Well, he was her lecturer after all. Not something she would want to spread.’


‘Nor would he, for that matter.’


Gilchrist gritted his teeth. He wondered why Hollie would ignore a police request, and do a quote unquote runner instead, and said, ‘Who’s Hollie’s friend?’


‘Oh you’re never going to believe this, but it’s another bloody hyphen. I mean, what is it with these English plonkers? And what happens when two bloody hyphens marry each other? Do they become bloody hyphen bloody hyphen?’ She chuckled at that, which pulled a smile to Gilchrist’s face. ‘There’s got to be a joke in there somewhere,’ she said. ‘I’ll run that past Robert. But I’m on my way to Hollie’s friend’s, a Mrs Catherine Smythe-Brown. With a bloody hyphen.’


‘Where are you now?’


‘In the car park at the back of the Office, just about to drive out to hyphen Brown’s.’


‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘I’ll be with you in ten seconds. We’ll take my car.’


The drive to Invereden Cottage, on the outskirts of Cupar, took twenty minutes. When Gilchrist pulled his BMW into the driveway, Jessie cursed under her breath. ‘They call this a cottage? Bloody hell, if this is a cottage, I wouldn’t mind living in their garden shed.’


Gilchrist had to agree as he eyed the three-storey mansion. Windows on the roof suggested a snooker room had been constructed in the attic space. Everything about the place looked as if money had been thrown at it. Christmas was three weeks away, but the lawn still sported the tell-tale lines of having been mowed. Or maybe it had been scarified. Who knew? Certainly not Gilchrist, who drew to a halt behind a silver Jaguar XF, paintwork sparkling showroom-new, parked in front of the main entrance. A set of four concrete steps led up to a pillared entrance vestibule, flanked by two growling lions’ heads.


Their shoes crunched on the gravel.


‘Nice view,’ Jessie said.


Off to the side, fields rose and fell like stilled ocean swell to a line of pine trees in the distance where a small herd of beatnik-haired Highland cattle grazed, horns like stripped antlers in the late-morning sun. Gilchrist pressed the doorbell. Chimes echoed from deep within, and a few minutes later a shadow manifested through the frosted glass panels.


‘Here comes the butler,’ Jessie said. ‘Can you believe it?’


The door cracked open, and Gilchrist suppressed a smile as an elderly man in a suit, collar and tie, said, ‘Yes?’ the word drawn out to three syllables at least.


Jessie held her warrant card out. ‘We’re with Fife Constabulary. Is she in?’


‘I’m presuming you mean Ms Greenwood-Moy?’


‘Got it in one. Where is she?’


‘She’s upset, I’m afraid to say. She’s not keeping well.’


‘She’ll be more upset if she doesn’t present herself to us promptly.’


The man stilled for several seconds, as if deciding whether to comply with country gentleman manners, or slam the door in her face like the master of the house. Wisely, he chose the former, and with the tiniest of nods, said, ‘Wait here, please,’ and eased the door closed with a gentle click.


Gilchrist grimaced. ‘You ever think of applying for a job in the diplomatic service?’


‘Don’t think I’d be any good at it.’


‘Noted.’


Jessie peered through the frosted panels. ‘Do you think he’s expecting us to follow?’


‘Shouldn’t think so. Which is why he closed the door.’


She clasped her hands together and blew into them. He hadn’t noticed the cold, but an icy wind seem to flow from the fields and fleece the air with frigid fingers. ‘Tell you what,’ she said. ‘I’m not fooling about. He’d better come back with bloody hyphen Moy soon, or we’re going in.’


‘Patience is a virtue.’


‘Aye, so they say.’ She scrunched her eyes, peered through the panels again. ‘I see some movement. Hang on. Here they come, I think.’


The door opened, and the elderly gentleman said, ‘Hollie says she’s happy to meet with you.’


‘She doesn’t have a say in the matter. Where is she?’


‘She’s in the drawing room,’ he said, and stood to the side as Jessie swept past.


Gilchrist followed, aware of the click of the door closing and the soft footfall that followed him. He entered an expansive highceilinged room with ornate cornicing above all four walls, and what looked like a circle of plaster-cast roses on the ceiling from which hung a set of lights as large as a chandelier. The air carried a hint of cigar smoke that teased his senses and had him patting his pockets for a cigarette. Now, when had he last done that? He thought Hollie looked small and defeated, huddled on a sofa by the window, legs curled beneath her.


Jessie approached her like a Rottweiler to raw meat. ‘Right you,’ she said. ‘What do you think you’re playing at?’


‘I’m not feeling well.’


‘I don’t give a monkey’s how you’re feeling.’ She held out her thumb and forefinger and squeezed them together. ‘You’re this far away from being charged with obstructing a murder investigation.’


Hollie gasped, pressed her hand to her mouth. ‘Murder?’ she whispered. ‘I thought . . . I thought . . . it was suicide.’


Gilchrist said, ‘Why did you think that?’


‘The note.’


‘The one by his laptop?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought you didn’t enter the room.’ He watched her eyes dance left and right, as if searching for some way out of a trap. ‘That’s what you wrote in your statement, did you not? After switching the light on, you closed the door and called the police. Your own words.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I wasn’t truthful.’


Jessie said, ‘Anything else you’ve lied about?’


‘Not really.’


‘And what does not really mean?’


‘There’s no need to be so aggressive,’ the elderly man said, frowning at Jessie, then shifting a worried look to Hollie. ‘Perhaps I can get you another Panadol, dear.’


Hollie shook her head.


‘Why don’t the pair of you take a seat for now?’ he said to Gilchrist. ‘While I put the kettle on.’


Not that he was waiting for an answer, for he turned on his heels and left the room, rather sprightly for someone his age, Gilchrist thought. He held out his hand to Jessie, an indication that she should sit, then took the sofa closest to him.


‘Whose house is this, Hollie?’


‘Uncle Paul’s.’


‘And I take it he’s your uncle?’ he said, nodding after the parting figure.


‘Yes.’


‘Your father’s brother, or your mother’s?’


‘Mummy’s older brother.’


‘And he married your Aunt Catherine?’ he asked.


She didn’t seem to notice that he knew the name of her aunt, and said, ‘She passed away when I was young. I never met her. I’ve only ever known Uncle Paul.’


He caught Jessie twitching, eager to challenge Hollie on yet one more lie. ‘Any cousins?’ he asked, more to keep Jessie out of it, than anything else.


‘In England, yes, but not up here. Uncle Paul lives alone, and has done for as long as I’ve known him.’


Niceties over, Gilchrist lowered his tone. ‘You know, Hollie, you could’ve landed yourself in a lot of trouble by ignoring your meeting with Detective Sergeant Janes.’


Jessie tutted, and Gilchrist gave her a frown that said – I’ll take it from here.


Hollie pursed her lips, and nodded. ‘I’m sorry. I . . . I just can’t believe it. And now you think Ian’s been murdered? Who would do such a thing?’ She closed her eyes, hands pressed to her mouth. Tears spilled down her cheeks.


Gilchrist leaned forward, waited until he felt she’d recovered, then said, ‘That’s what we’re trying to find out, Hollie. And this is where you might be able to help us. Do you know of anyone who could’ve had a grudge against Ian?’


She sniffed, shook her head.


‘Anyone at the university, perhaps?’


‘No.’ She sniffed, dabbed a hand at her eyes. ‘I couldn’t imagine anyone not liking Ian. He was so popular. And such a brilliant lecturer.’


‘I don’t mean to pry into your personal relationship with Ian, but did you and he ever go out together? Someone might have seen you, and been upset by Ian . . .’ He struggled for the correct word. ‘By Ian being seen with someone so much younger.’


‘We didn’t go out much. Not really. We’d sometimes have a coffee at the uni, just the two of us. But there was nothing unusual about a student meeting her lecturer. Or a group of us would meet up after a lecture, and Ian would sometimes join us.’ She ran a hand under her nose, then glanced at the door as if to make sure Uncle Paul was out of earshot. ‘Which is why we were so looking forward to Christmas. To have some time by ourselves, together.’


From the kitchen, Gilchrist heard the chink of fine china, and suspected he didn’t have long before Uncle Paul came back. ‘So you were going on holiday together? Just the two of you?’ he said, and watched her nod. ‘Anywhere nice?’


‘Barbados for four nights. Between Christmas and New Year.’


An image of Howitt’s secret room manifested in his mind’s eye, with its glamorous backdrops to fool whomever he was speaking to on his laptop. But not Holly. She was here, in St Andrews. But the dating website with an airbrushed Howitt smiling his beguiling smile, assured Gilchrist that Howitt knew how to play the game. He felt he knew the answer, but needed Hollie to say it. ‘Ian’s Christmas present to you?’ he tried.


‘No. It’s my present to him. He didn’t want to accept it, of course,’ she said, as if to prove a point. ‘But I insisted.’


Jessie cleared her throat, and said, ‘Must’ve cost you a few bob, then.’


‘I don’t know what it cost. Daddy paid for it.’


Well, there he had it. Maybe Howitt was a romance scammer after all. He turned his head at the sound of china cups chinking on a tray, and reclined in his seat as Uncle Paul returned to serve tea.
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