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On a sunny seaside August morning, a woman on maternity leave spots a body wedged in rocks on a Scottish beach. Gavin Ayre’s riding gear sparks the assumption that he had been thrown by a panicked horse . . . until an autopsy reveals this was no accident. Soon it becomes clear that Ayre’s life was as big a mystery as his death. Detective Superintendent Harold ‘Sauce’ Haddock heads an investigation that is running into the sand, until a link is revealed between the victim and another man in Spain, with a surprisingly similar name.


Faced with the twin puzzle Sauce turns to his mentor, Bob Skinner, moved on from the police service to head an international media group. Soon the two friends are at the heart of a multi-layered conspiracy, as they search for the answer to the prime question . . . who killed Gavin Ayre?









This book is dedicated to Dr Harry Bennett, of PAEP,
Edinburgh, who sees everything and helped me do the same.









One


Noele McClair flexed her shoulders, adjusting the chest carrier in which Matilda, her six-week-old daughter, was soundly asleep.


‘Is she too much for you?’ her mother asked anxiously, following in her footsteps.


‘Nah, we’re good,’ she promised. ‘I need to do this, Mum; I have to keep in shape, post-pregnancy. I didn’t after Harry was born, and I suffered for it. I put on so much weight that when I looked in the mirror I thought I was still up the duff. Also,’ she added, ‘it’s a lovely day, so let’s the three of us take advantage of it.’


The grassy path on which they were walking widened into a small clearing, flat enough for a wild camper to have pitched a tent. The man, who was dressed in a Levi Strauss sweatshirt and khaki shorts, was sitting on a folding chair in front of the open flap, frying bacon and eggs. Inside the tent two sleeping bags could be seen, disturbed. He nodded a greeting as they passed in front of him. Noele kept walking, but Sue McClair stopped, for a chat and possibly for a breather.


‘Good for you,’ she told him, ‘using a primus stove rather than lighting a fire. I wish all of you did that.’


‘It’s how I was trained,’ he replied. ‘I pitch here a lot. It’s next to the Nature Reserve but not part of it. We’re bird watchers,’ he added, with a self-effacing grin. ‘My partner’s gone to find the showers; I’ll do hers when she gets back.’


‘Well, enjoy your breakfast, both of you,’ Sue said, ‘and your birds. If you have any bread left over feed it to the birds.’


‘You’re not really supposed to do that,’ the camper said. Then he smiled. ‘But they won’t tell anybody, so . . .’


She set off to catch up with her daughter and grandchild, who were hidden from sight temporarily by the undulations of the terrain before her. As she reached a crest she saw them, a hundred yards ahead, Noele cutting across the edge of the golf course then taking the path that led up to the bench, to the seat on which they customarily paused to take in the view. It had been five days since their last outing; time they had devoted to helping Harry, the baby’s half-brother, into his school routine with the start of the autumn term.


‘Is it to do with Covid and staycationing, do you think?’ Sue asked as she took her place on the bench. Noele had removed the carrier, and was holding it in front of her with its base on the ground. ‘This increase in the number of wild campers?’ she continued.


‘I suppose,’ she said. ‘Maybe we just didn’t notice them before.’


‘Mmm. Maybe not, but we sure do now. They’re all right, I suppose, as long as they behave responsibly and clean up after themselves like that chap. I hear the woods behind Yellowcraig can be bad sometimes.’


‘Bears, shit, and all that . . .?’ Noele murmured.


‘What?’


‘Never mind.’ Sue’s sense of humour was slow to engage.


‘When your maternity leave is over,’ she asked, suddenly, ‘are you really going back to work?’


Her daughter stared at her. The stare became a frown, but its target was unaware of it as she bent to fuss over Matilda, who was showing signs of stirring.


‘Well?’ she persisted.


‘Well what?’ Noele retorted.


‘Are you going back?


‘Of course, I’m going back, Mum,’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m a single parent with a new baby and a son who’s only halfway through primary. I don’t have a choice.’


‘Couldn’t you work from home? I know that some other officers were doing that during lockdown.’


Noele stifled a spontaneous laugh as Matilda stirred, momentarily, in the carrier. ‘Mother,’ she chuckled, ‘I’m a detective inspector. I’m part of a Serious Crimes Unit. They’re not going to bring the crime scenes to me.’


‘But what about Mattie?’ Sue McClair persisted. ‘Harry’s no bother, and as you say he’s at school for much of the time, but a baby, that’s a whole different kettle of fish. I don’t know if I could cope with that.’


Noele grinned. ‘Among bad analogies that gets very high marks, but it’ll be okay; you won’t have to breast-feed her. Mum,’ she continued, ‘I wouldn’t dream of asking you to look after a baby on a daily basis; the thought never even occurred to me. You’ve got your own life, especially now that your new man Duncan’s on the scene. Look, by the time I go back to work, Mattie’ll be eight or nine months old. She’ll go to a child-minder, full-time, until she’s old enough to start nursery.’


‘A full-time child-minder? That’ll be expensive.’ She paused. ‘I could help, I suppose . . .’


‘I can afford it,’ her daughter retorted, cutting her off. ‘A DI’s salary is over fifty K, and Terry’s life insurance took care of the mortgage, remember. Nobody’s going to suffer.’


‘But what about your house? It’s fine for you and Harry at the moment, and the baby, but as she gets older . . .’


Noele eased herself on to the left side of the bench, finding an area free of bird droppings. ‘Well . . .’ she said, drawing the word out, ‘the thing is . . . I will be moving, but I’m not quite sure where. It’ll still be in Gullane . . . I wouldn’t take Harry out of the school . . . maybe one of the new houses, but I have to take care of some stuff to do with Matthew’s estate before I can focus on that. Thing is, Mum,’ she explained, ‘under Scottish law, Matilda’s entitled to half of her father’s estate.’


Matilda Reid McClair was the product of a very brief liaison between her mother and Matthew Reid, a man thirty years older. He had died before the birth, never aware that he was to parent. His will had named another police officer as his heiress, Karen Neville, the daughter of Reid’s long-dead best friend and his unofficial niece.


Sue’s eyes widened as she gasped. ‘But that’ll be a . . . Matthew was well off, wasn’t he?’


‘Maybe not as well off as people might imagine,’ Noele countered, ‘but yes, he was comfortable, let’s say.’


‘You too? Are you entitled?’


‘Don’t be daft, Mum. Of course, I’m not; we didn’t cohabit. My God, I only slept with him once.’


‘Will you have to go to court? It won’t get messy, will it?’


‘Hopefully not. Karen’s not only the beneficiary of Matthew’s will, she’s the executor. As such, she had legal advice. As a matter of fact, it was Karen that approached me about the situation.’


‘Did she ask for DNA proof?’ Noele was not taken aback by the question. She knew well enough that her mother was sharper than she appeared to others.


‘No, but her lawyers did, and it’s been provided. I’ve instructed Paris Steele, my solicitors in North Berwick, to liaise with them and reach a simple agreement. When it’s sorted, whatever Matilda inherits will go into a trust fund for her that’ll be managed by Euan, my financial adviser. I’m not going to touch it, not at all. I won’t even tell her until she’s old enough to get her head round the idea.’


‘Wouldn’t it help towards your new house?’


‘Absolutely not!’ Noele declared. ‘That’ll be completely separate. I’ll probably go for one of the houses they’re building close to the school. I’ve got my eye on the site . . .’ Her voice faded in mid-sentence, eyes narrowing as she gazed past her mother.


‘What is it?’ Sue asked.


‘Down there.’ Rising to her feet, she pointed towards the green L-shaped fence that served as a safety barrier on the twelfth tee of the golf course. It was the longest of three on the par five hole, sited on a small piece of flat land above a sheer hundred-foot drop, and used only for club competitions. ‘Look just to the right of the fence, the cage thingy,’ she exclaimed, her voice rising, ‘then down at the shoreline, on the rocks. Can you see it?’


Her mother turned to follow her pointing finger, but shook her head. ‘I can’t see that far away,’ she admitted. ‘I think my cataracts are beginning to affect my long vision. What is it?’


‘That might be “Who is it?”, Mum.’ Reaching down, Noele found the clasp of the baby harness and snapped it loose from her leg. Slipping free of the straps, she passed the drowsy Matilda to her grandmother. ‘Look after her,’ she ordered. ‘I need to get down there.’


She jumped from the bench back on to the well-worn track; her left foot slipped momentarily on a small gravel patch but she steadied herself, walking more carefully, but still with purpose. The way ran between the partly fenced rectangle and the forward tee that was used for regular play. As she passed by, her movement distracted one of a group of three golfers as he steadied himself to drive, but she was unaware of his glower or his hiss of exasperation as she pressed on. Ahead of her, a huge concrete cube, an immoveable relic of the Second World War, marked the start of the descent towards the shore. The natural path was steep and it was narrow; one slip and she might have tumbled to the beach below, but she made her way carefully down until finally she felt the soft sand beneath her feet.


A high pillar of rock rose vertically on her right, the outcrop on which ‘the cage’ stood; it was red, in contrast with the horizontal grey stone for which she was headed, and was a barrier blocking her way. She picked her way around it, but saw only another rugged rocky obstacle, topped with brown seaweed waiting to be washed by the incoming tide. Finding footholds, she climbed up and on to its flat surface. She scanned the surrounding area, but saw nothing. Doubt crept over her. She was sleep-deprived from the frequent night feeds that Matilda still demanded. Had her eyes been playing tricks? Puzzled, she jumped down on to damp sand, moving backwards towards the waterline but gazing upwards until her mother came into view, still sitting on the bench, holding Matilda, who had been released from her carrier. Frowning, she looked around, questioning herself ever more. Maybe it was time for an eye test. Until, finally . . .


Her gaze fell on a calf-length brown boot. It protruded from what she realised was a V-shaped wedge, formed by two ancient slabs of stone that had been ground over millennia by the force of pounding waves, rising four or five feet above a rock pool, from which, on the edge of her vision, she saw a small crab crawl.


Noele found new footholds and levered herself upwards, to stand once again on the smooth surface. She moved towards the fissure, picking her way carefully, mindful of the treacherous clumps of bladderwrack beneath her feet, until finally she saw what had attracted her from high above.


She knelt on the edge of the space in which the object that had drawn her to it was wedged and looked down. The boot was worn by a man, but she knew at once that it, and its owner, had taken their last steps. Glazed half-open brown eyes stared upwards but saw nothing. She lay flat and reached down into the crevice, checking the neck for a pulse that she knew she would not find.


Her second realisation as she brushed the dead man’s clothing was that it was dry, her third was that he was still warm. The unvoiced assumption that she had made from above was wrong. This was no drowning victim brought in by the tide; he had died on shore, within the last hour or two. In that moment all of her training and professional instincts kicked in. Detective Inspector McClair took out her phone, activated its camera and began to record video with an audio description.


‘The casualty is male, most likely in his thirties, forty at the oldest,’ her commentary began. ‘He’s wearing denim cut-offs and a sweat shirt. There are signs of an injury on his left temple; there’s blood but not much. I’m guessing that he was walking on the rocks in the wrong footwear, slipped and fell in there, smashing his head on the way down and sustaining a fatal injury. Except . . . hold on.’ She zoomed the camera. ‘He’s got spurs on,’ she said. ‘Those are riding boots. So where’s his helmet? Or wasn’t he wearing one? And where’s his horse?’ She paused. ‘Unless the boots were all that was handy when he decided to go out for a walk. Still . . .’ she murmured.


Stopping the recording, she stood, her camera and her eyes scanning the mile-long beach. She knew that horses were often exercised there, particularly when the tide was out, but there were none in sight. Switching off the phone, she looked around. ‘Gotcha!’ she murmured. Down on the sand, just beyond the rock pool, she spotted a riding helmet, its strap unfastened. From her vantage point she zoomed in and took a still photograph. ‘No doubt now,’ she murmured. ‘Carelessness costs lives, you poor man. If that helmet had been secure when your horse got spooked and threw you, you might still be alive.’ She sighed. ‘But why the hell did you forget it for me to find you?’ Noele McClair had seen more than enough of violent death, personally and professionally.


Turning her attention back to her phone, she found a number in her directory and called it. She had expected a constable or sergeant to answer and was surprised when Ronnie Hill, her successor in the Haddington office that she had left to go back to CID, picked up himself.


‘Station Inspector,’ he said, cautiously. The number was a direct line, listed only in internal directories.


‘Ronnie,’ she replied. ‘It’s Noele McClair.’


‘Noele,’ Hill exclaimed, obviously relieved. ‘I thought you were on maternity leave. How’s the bairn?’


‘I am, and she’s fine. Right now she’s with my mother. I’m on the rocks at the west end of Gullane beach, standing beside what appears to be a fatal accident victim. He’s male, thirty-something likely, and he’s wearing riding gear. His injuries suggest that he’s been thrown by his horse and cracked his skull on the way down. You’ll need to get uniforms and some sort of recovery vehicle down here, and I suppose a doctor to formally certify death. You need to do it sharpish though. The tide is on the way in, and I’m not about to haul him out of where he is, not on my own. I’ve shot some video at the scene. Give me a mobile number and I’ll forward it to you.’


‘Okay,’ Hill replied, fully engaged. ‘Can you stay till we get there?’


‘It looks as if I’ll have to. It isn’t busy, but there are punters about on the beach, and potentially there’ll be golfers up above who can see him too. We don’t want a crowd scene developing.’


‘Have you got any idea who he is? You live thereabouts, don’t you, Noele?’


‘Yes, I do, but I’ve never seen him before. He possibly has ID in a pocket but I’m not in a position to access it.’


‘Would the horse no’ give you an idea who he is?’ her colleague chuckled, grimly. ‘Do they have to wear identification like dogs?’


‘Who knows? When you find it, you can interrogate it,’ she said. ‘It’s bolted. In the meantime, Ronnie, please get some people here, now.’









Two


‘Is there any chance that you recognise him, Dr Michael?’ Inspector Hill asked, more in hope than expectation. ‘Could he be one of your patients?’


‘’I suppose he could be, if he’s local,’ the GP replied. ‘We have thousands of people registered with us. But if he is,’ she added, ‘he’s not one who’s ever consulted me. I’ve never seen him before.’


‘That’s a pity,’ the inspector sighed. He had driven directly from his office, and had arrived before any of his patrol officers, beating the doctor to the scene by only a few minutes. ‘He doesn’t appear to have any means of identification on him, unless there’s a wallet in the back pocket of those shorts. I was hoping . . .’


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘All I can tell you is that he’s male and he’s dead . . . although these days we have to be careful attesting to the gender,’ she added in a whisper, with a conspiratorial smile. ‘The likeliest cause of death is a fractured skull sustained in a fall, but only a post-mortem examination will tell you for sure. I assume he’ll be taken to the mortuary in Edinburgh.’


Hill shrugged. ‘That would be the norm, unless he goes to the Royal Infirmary, that being closer. I’m expecting a pick-up vehicle, but I don’t know where it’s coming from. To be honest I’m more concerned about how they’ll get him off the beach. And ourselves for that matter,’ he added, eyebrows raised. ‘The tide’s risen even since we got here. I doubt that they’ll want to carry a body bag over the rocks.’ He glanced up, towards the green fencing. ‘They might have to carry him up the path Noele McClair used.’


Dr Michael’s eyebrows rose. ‘Noele found him? Now she is a patient of mine, but I haven’t seen her since she had the baby. That’s a good sign, by the way,’ she added. ‘We don’t get involved with new-borns unless there’s a problem. The community nursing side do that. Is she still here?’ she asked, looking around.


‘No, she left as soon as I arrived. She’s still on leave, obviously, but even if she wasn’t, an accidental death’s my department, not hers.’ He glanced at his watch, with a show of impatience. ‘I wish the mortuary vehicle would hurry up. We’ve been lucky in that this spot’s away from the main beach, but places like Gullane all have Facebook news groups. The word will spread for sure.’ As he spoke his mobile sounded. The doctor watched him as he took the call. He sighed as he listened; it was clear to her that his office was his comfort zone, anywhere else being an inconvenience.


‘Tell them we’re attending an incident in Gullane beach,’ she heard him say, ‘and that we’ll issue a statement in due course. The usual crap.’ He paused. ‘Yes, it’s a fatal, but don’t bloody tell them that!’ He ended the call. ‘Press Office,’ he explained to the doctor as he pocketed his phone. ‘Pardon my French, but they get to me. I must have been right about Facebook; the East Lothian Courier’s been on to them, and I’m sure that’s where they’ll have got it.’ He sighed again as he eyed the incoming tide. ‘If the wagon doesn’t get here soon, this guy’ll be under water.’


As he spoke, his police radio crackled into life. ‘Ian Marshall for Inspector Hill. PC Black and I are on scene. The recovery van’s here too. We’re all down by the beach toilet block. How do we get to you?’


‘From there you don’t, Sergeant,’ he replied, ‘not directly. I’m right at the west end of the beach, near the start of the Nature Reserve.’


‘I know where you are. What?’ Marshall paused for a few seconds. ‘Aye right, you do that,’ Hill heard him say, and then, ‘The driver of the recovery vehicle’s a member here, sir. He says the best thing to do is for him and his mate to get a four-seated golf buggy from the pro shop and use that to get as close to the scene as they can. They’ve got a plastic coffin in the van; it’ll go on the back seat of the buggy, and they’ll use it to remove the victim. Black and I will be with you soonest.’


‘Okay,’ the inspector replied. ‘By the way,’ he added. ‘If you see a horse on the way here, take it into custody!’









Three


‘Yes,’ Professor Sarah Grace said. ‘I can fit a post-mortem in, late afternoon or early evening. But,’ she added, ‘I’d rather not have to go into Edinburgh. Can you have the victim taken to the Royal rather than the city mortuary? You can? In that case you’re on.’


‘Who was that?’ her husband asked as she ended the call. ‘Fiscal’s office?’


‘You got it in one.’


‘From a crime scene?’


‘No, it’s an accident victim. Very close to here too. Male, appears to have been thrown from a horse on the beach and suffered a fatal head injury on the rocks.’


‘Christ!’ Sir Robert Skinner exclaimed. ‘I probably saw him when I was out running this morning, about six thirty. There was a lone rider, on a bay horse; quite a big bloke in a sweat shirt and shorts. I was going east, he was going west. He gave me a wave, I waved back. It sounds as if I was waving him goodbye, the poor bastard!’


Sarah frowned. ‘Did you recognise him? The fiscal said that so far he’s unidentified.’


‘I’m sure that I’ve seen him and his horse on the beach before,’ he told her, ‘around the same time, but I’ve got no idea who he is or where he’s from. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him with any other riders either.’


‘Does that suggest to you he has his own stable, rather than keeping his horse in a livery like West Fenton or Archerfield, where the owners tend to go out in small groups?’


Bob shrugged. ‘It doesn’t suggest anything. All I can tell you is he’s a good rider and it’s a powerful beast; a horse, not a pony, a gelding, not a mare. Not the sort of animal to be walked in a neat orderly line. It looks not unlike a police horse. That sort of size.’


‘How do you know so much about horses all of a sudden?’


‘I don’t really, but Paloma Aislado has one, remember, out in Girona.’


Sarah smiled. ‘Does her father ride it?’


He returned her grin. ‘God help it if he did. His feet would be dragging the ground, Xavi being two metres tall.’


‘How is he?’ she asked. ‘Is there any sign of him wanting to come back as chairman of the company?’ Skinner’s friend Xavier Aislado was the owner of InterMedia, an international group as the name suggested, based in Girona, Spain. Its portfolio included the Scottish newspaper, the Saltire, which Bob had been brought on to the board of directors to oversee, a few years before. They had worked well together, and the group’s UK interests had grown, until tragedy had intervened through the agency of the Covid pandemic. It had claimed Xavi’s wife, Sheila, and he had withdrawn abruptly from the business world. Grief-stricken, he had asked Bob to replace him as executive chairman of the group until he was ready to return.


‘Not yet,’ he replied. ‘I ask him every time I see him, and every time he says the same thing, that the company is better off with me in the chair.’ He paused. ‘All that said, though, he still takes an interest; not in the everyday running of the business, but in its shape and its future. For example, like all the other main global news organisations, InterMedia has a presence in Washington. You knew that already, but now . . . this is something I haven’t told you . . . Xavi’s asked the board to explore the possibility of a completely new start operation broadcasting within the US, in Spanish. There are plenty of Hispanic stations there already, but they’re nearly all entertainment-based. We’re talking about a cable news network. Hector Sureda, the CEO, and I are looking at the viability of a Hispanic equivalent of CNN.’


‘Or Fox News?’


‘God forbid!’ He grinned, in unexpected contrast with his vehemence. ‘That said . . . and don’t breathe a word of this, because it comes from Hector; Xavi and I don’t discuss it . . . his working title is Noticias Zorro.’


‘Spanish for Fox News? Why not for real?’


‘One, they would sue our arses off, two it would send entirely the wrong political message. They don’t call the Saltire “The Scottish Guardian” for nothing. Speaking of which,’ he said, picking up his phone, ‘I must alert our news desk to the dead horseman on the beach.’ He glanced out of the kitchen window as a movement caught his eye. ‘Were you expecting Noele?’ he asked, as her car drew up in her driveway.


Sarah frowned. ‘No. And she usually calls if she’s going to drop in,’ she added.


‘You let her in, okay? I must make that call to the news desk: plus, I have a Zoom meeting with the InterMedia department heads in a couple of minutes.’


‘Including the Italians?’


‘Yup.’


‘Will there be subtitles?’ she chuckled.


He shook his head, with a smile that revealed a hint of pride. ‘No. We’re doing it entirely in Spanish.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Yeah,’ he repeated. ‘After all these years of having a second home in Spain, I am finally fluent in the language at business level.’ He left the room, heading for his small office, while Sarah went to the front door, anticipating the arrival of the visitor.


‘Sorry for the unexpected visit,’ Noele McClair began, as she entered. ‘I’m not holding you back from anything, am I?’


‘No,’ Sarah assured her. ‘I’ve got half an hour before I need to leave. A short-notice autopsy.’


‘I guessed as much. There’s a bit of gossip I must share.’


‘So come on in. Where’s Matilda?’ she asked as she led the way to the kitchen.


‘Sound asleep in her car seat . . . with the window slightly open,’ she added. ‘I gave her a top-up feed when I dropped Mum off. That’ll be her off for at least a couple of hours. Is your Dawn with Trish?’


‘Play-group,’ she replied. ‘Want a coffee?’


‘No thanks, Sarah. I’m off that while I’m feeding. Water would be fine.


‘Fizzy or still?’


‘Bubbles if you have them.’


‘So? The gossip?’ Sarah exclaimed as she opened the fridge. ‘It wouldn’t involve a dead man on the beach, would it?’


‘That’s your short-notice autopsy?’ Noele took the proffered water.


‘Unless there are two of them. I’ve been booked to do it later on this afternoon, at the Royal.’


‘Jeez, that was quick.’


‘It’s Friday, isn’t it? The fiscal’s office didn’t want him to lie in the cooler over the weekend. But how did you know it was quick?’


‘Because I found him. I saw him from the path above where he fell. We were just beside the cage. I left Matilda with Mum and went down there. Poor sod was well dead by the time I got there.’


‘What about the horse?’


‘How did you know about the horse?’


‘Bob saw him when he was running on the beach. They were going in different directions so he didn’t witness the accident.’ She hesitated, considering the circumstances. ‘Maybe,’ she whispered, ‘if Bob had been heading west too, he’d have seen it happen and been able to help.’


Noele frowned. ‘No doubt you’ll determine that when you examine him, but on the basis of what I saw, he wouldn’t. The man’s helmet came off in the fall and there was a head injury, not big on the outside, but obviously enough to kill him.’


‘Nothing’s obvious until I open him up,’ Sarah said. ‘I wonder why he was thrown?’ she murmured. ‘The way Bob described him he was a capable rider.’


‘We’ll never know for sure, unless a witness comes forward. I can only speculate that he took the horse too close to the rocks and that spooked it.’


‘Was the horse injured?’


‘Dunno. The culprit fled the scene, as they say. There was no sign of it when I got there.’ Noele paused to sip her water. ‘What time did Bob see him?’


‘It would have been around six thirty. Normally he runs early; more often than not Jazz goes with him, but this morning he was alone.’ She smiled, fleetingly. ‘And there lies a story. Our younger son and a few of his pals had an end of summer barbecue at Yellowcraig yesterday evening,’ she added. ‘They all cycled there and back, and Jazz was home later than he should have been . . . with a fat lip. When Bob quizzed him about it, he said there had been “an incident” . . . his words. You know that Yellowcraig is full of wild campers during the summer?’ Noele nodded. ‘Well,’ Sarah continued, ‘one of the girls in Jazz’s group tripped over one of the guy ropes of a tent, pulling it out in the process. A man in his boxers came out yelling, demanding to know who had done it. Jazz said sorry, that it had been an accident, and he said, “Yes, well so was this.” Then he grabbed him by the shirt front and hit him.’


‘God,’ Noele gasped, ‘what did Bob do when he heard that? Get the car out and head for Yellowcraig?’


‘He was going to, but Jazz said no, that he’d dealt with it. Bob didn’t press him; he just said, “Okay, if that’s how it played, get off to bed.” A few minutes later I had a WhatsApp from the mother of the girl, thanking my son for standing up for her daughter. Apparently after he was hit, Jazz smiled at the fellow, said “This wasn’t,” and sank his fist wrist-deep in his belly. The guy turned into a pile of jelly, and that was all she wrote. His girlfriend stuck her head outside just in time to see it all.’


‘Jesus, Sarah, Jazz is only twelve.’


‘Forget “only”; you haven’t seen him lately. He’s always been a big boy and he’s in a growing phase. He’s been doing Judo since he was five, Taekwondo since he was eight and Boxercise with his Aunt Alex since he was ten. Plus he’s his father’s son.’ She grinned. ‘Are you going to report him for assault?’


‘Of course not, but what if the guy does?’


‘If he’s that stupid, there will be eight witnesses saying it was self-defence. If anyone should make a police report it’s Jazz.’


‘Even if he doesn’t,’ McClair countered, ‘Bob should get in touch with Ronnie Hill at Haddington . . . if only to put his sighting of the dead man on the record.’


‘He’ll probably do that automatically, but I’ll remind him,’ Sarah said. ‘It won’t contribute anything to the investigation, but it does give me a starting point for the time of death. I’ll call you once I’ve done the examination.’


‘You don’t need to. I’m on maternity, remember.’


‘Maybe but you’re still a cop. I’ve been married to one long enough to know that, once their curiosity is aroused, it’s never satisfied until it knows the whole story.’









Four


‘What about the horse?’ Bob Skinner asked.


‘It’s been found,’ Inspector Hill told him. ‘A group of twitchers on the Nature Reserve came across it. It was distressed I’m told, but fortunately one of the people had some experience with horses and was able to calm her down.’


‘Him.’


‘Sorry, sir?’


‘It’s a gelding,’ Skinner explained. ‘It has no tackle, but it’s still male. I’m no equestrian, but I’ve seen a few horses’ arses in my time, so I know. How are you going it recover it?’


‘I’ve asked for a horse box from our mounted unit to be taken to the scene.’


‘Are you going to report it to the procurator fiscal?’ he joked. He had known Hill from the inspector’s earliest days in the Edinburgh force. ‘You could charge it with leaving the scene of an accident.’


Hill laughed. ‘How do you think the fiscal would react to that, sir?’


‘We’ve both met a few who might have signed off on it. When I was chief constable in Edinburgh, I’d a letter from an MP complaining that one of his constituents had been kicked by a police horse during a disturbance at a football game, and demanding that disciplinary action be taken against it.’


‘How did you handle that one?’


‘There was CCTV that covered the incident. We looked at it and saw the constituent throwing what appeared to be pepper in the horse’s face. We threw the whole fucking book back in his; he went away for three months.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Hill said. ‘Meantime I have officers calling round all the livery stables in the area, trying to identify the animal and its owner. We’ve still got no clue who the dead man was. If we don’t track him down soon we might have to put his photo online . . . once he’s been cleaned up at the morgue.’


‘What photos have you got now?’


‘I took a couple once the body had been extracted, and Noele did some video when she found him.’


‘Send me the best of the stills, please Ronnie,’ Skinner requested. ‘I didn’t recognise him when our paths crossed, but it was fleeting, and he was wearing a helmet. Let me have another look, on the off chance that I might have come across him somewhere else.’


‘I will do, sir. The livery stable trawl will probably lead us to an identity, but if you could help, that would be good.’









Five


Detective Superintendent Harold ‘Sauce’ Haddock raised his infant daughter Samantha above his head. ‘How’s your day been so far, wee one? Mine’s been a proper bore.’


‘Careful!’ her mother warned. ‘She’s not long fed. She’s liable to barf all over you.’


‘You wouldn’t do that would you, gorgeous?’ he chuckled. Nevertheless he lowered the grinning child, holding her on his hip, as he leaned over to kiss his wife. ‘And your morning?’ he murmured.


‘Rewarding,’ Cheeky replied. ‘I’ve signed up the bank I’ve been targeting; it’s agreed to be a major contributor for the next five years. If yours is that dull you could always come and work for the foundation, as I keep telling you.’


‘And as I keep telling you, you were born to do good things, and I was born to stop folk doing bad things.’ He handed his daughter back to her mother. ‘See you this evening; I’m off to charge someone with embezzlement.’


‘That’s a serious crime?’


‘He’s a solicitor: that makes it serious.’


‘Could you tell him that if he gives the money to my foundation, he could be a hero rather than a villain?’


‘And what would his defrauded clients say to that?’


‘True,’ Cheeky conceded. ‘But maybe his defence counsel could portray him as a Robin Hood type?’


‘Most of our judges would be on the side of the Sheriff of Nottingham; plus some of the folk he’s stolen from might well be your clients as a result.’


‘In that case charge him with all you can. See you later.’ She smiled as he headed for the door.


Less than a year had passed since the sudden death of Cameron McCullough, the man after whom Cheeky had been named. She had called him ‘Grandpa’ for all of her twenty-nine years, unaware that he was in reality her father and that the wayward woman she had known as her mother was her aunt. She had inherited most of his considerable fortune, of which a little over a third had been held in Russia. With apparent, but actually accidental, foresight she had disposed of those assets six weeks before the invasion of Ukraine and had used the money to establish a charitable foundation for the relief of family poverty in Scotland. Its growth and its management had become a full-time job, for her and for a small executive team. They were charged with delivering aid to those most in need, while Cheeky concentrated her efforts on attracting donations and pledges from corporate and private contributors.


The late Cameron senior had been a hands-on businessman, with a wide range of interests and holdings, most of which he had sheltered within a trust. This had reduced the potential hit of inheritance and capital gains tax. It had left his heiress with three choices: sell everything, pick up the reins that he had held, or appoint an executive to manage and grow her holdings while she balanced her home life with her charitable work. She had chosen option three, recruiting a bright young woman from Stenton Provost, one of Britain’s leading investment management houses. Rosemarie Delday had been on a path to partnership with the firm, but had been attracted by the job description that Cheeky had laid out: ‘Focus my holdings on creating and sustaining as many jobs as possible, rather than on increasing my wealth.’


As Cheeky’s future career had taken shape, her husband had stepped up one more rung on the promotion ladder, to detective superintendent. He had been given operational command of serious crime investigation across Scotland, reporting to Assistant Chief Constable Becky Stallings. When he had been offered the post by Deputy Chief Constable Mario McGuire he had asked for time to think about it. The DCC was taken aback, but when Haddock had explained that he needed to consult his wife, he had agreed.


In fact, he had made an additional call to his one-time mentor. ‘Do you think I’m ready, Gaffer?’ he had asked. ‘Or do the bosses think more of me than they should?’


‘If they’re over-rating you, Sauce, then so do I,’ Sir Robert Skinner had replied. ‘You’ve been fast-tracked since you were a detective constable. You must see that. There’s no harm having friends in high places, but nobody’s judgement’s being coloured. You’ve been assessed on the basis of your job performance all the way along the line, but they’ve looked beyond that. There’s lots of capable detectives in the police service, lad, but not too many natural leaders. You’re one of those.’


‘Thanks, Gaffer, but there’s worries. I’ll have oversight of Lottie Mann in Glasgow and Jimmy Nairn up in Aberdeen. How are they going to take it?’


‘I don’t know Nairn, but I do know Lottie. She’s as good a detective as you are, but she’s not the same leader. I think she knows it too. She’ll be fine; she’ll probably like having you as a sounding board.’


‘That’s good to hear,’ he had said, ‘but I want to be more than that. The broader my caseload, the more time I’ll spend in the office. I worry about that.’


‘As I did, Sauce. I spent a few years dreading the day of Jimmy Proud’s retirement, knowing I would take over as chief constable.’


‘When it happened, how did you handle it?’


Haddock recalled the laugh. ‘You’re not so new in CID that you don’t remember. I turned up at every major crime scene, made myself a pain in the arse for the investigating officers, and I let my ACCs get on with the mundane shite. Take the job, son. Do what I did.’


Skinner’s advice had been echoed by Cheeky, from a different viewpoint. ‘You might be frustrated by the extra office work, but if it gets you home regularly and at a reasonable hour, so much the better. I need all the help I can get.’


Shelving his reservations, he had accepted the post and the promotion, after ensuring that he would continue to work out of his office in Edinburgh. Happily, his first weeks in post had coincided with a seasonal lull in serious crime across Scotland. ‘Are you and Jimmy Nairn leaving stuff in your in-trays?’ he had asked Lottie Mann, on a visit to her Glasgow office. ‘Or have the bad guys finally been cowed by our fearsome reputation as crime-fighters?’


The formidable detective chief inspector had raised a heavy eyebrow. ‘Sauce, the bad guys are cruising the Caribbean with their wives and weans, on Disney holiday liners. Everything fucking stops for the Glasgow Fair holidays!’









Six


‘I’m sorry, Inspector Hill,’ Marion Wayne said, her tone emphasising her regret, ‘but I can’t help you. I have twenty-seven horses stabled here. As we speak twenty-four of them are in their stalls. The other three are out with their owners . . . all of them ladies . . . probably on the old railway line and around the farm it goes through. And that’s another thing; the majority of my owners and riders are women. The man you’re describing, he isn’t one of mine, and the way you say the horse was being ridden, that doesn’t sound right either. I don’t have hunters or show-jumpers here, just quiet, placid ponies and mares that are suitable for all the family members. They’re walked, mostly, and rarely get above a trot.’


‘Do you know any of the other stables in the area?’ he asked.


‘I’m familiar with all of them, but you’re not ringing any bells there either. Sorry again. I really do wish I could help you. It’s awful, I know, but riding accidents do happen. Rarely around here, though,’ she added. ‘There isn’t a drag hunt with hounds within miles of Gullane, far less one that crosses the boundary of legality. That’s where you’d be most likely to have a fatality. Your thinking is that the horse was alarmed by its surroundings?’


‘That’s one theory,’ Hill admitted.


‘That is possible,’ Mrs Wayne agreed, ‘but I know the area you’re describing. I don’t think it likely that an experienced rider would get into trouble there, and certainly not at low tide. Likely he’d have been walking his mount . . . but, not knowing the animal,’ she admitted, ‘I couldn’t discount an accident.’ She paused. ‘Listen, my three owners should be back fairly soon. I’ll ask them if your description matches someone that one of them might know. If any bells are rung, I’ll get back to you.’









Seven


‘What are you looking at?’ Sarah asked, as she picked her car keys from the hook on the kitchen wall.


‘What? Mmm, sorry,’ her husband exclaimed, closing the image on his phone and returning it to his jacket. ‘Your afternoon appointment, as it happens. Inspector Hill in Haddington is still struggling to identify him. I said I’d take a look.’


‘And can you? Put a name to him?’


He winced. ‘No, I can’t. Yes, he’s the rider I saw, but also . . . there’s something niggling at me that I can’t pin down. I don’t know who he is, but somewhere at the back of my mind, there’s a wee bell sounding.’


‘Who took the pictures?’


‘Ronnie Hill took them himself, once the body had been removed from the crevice it was stuck in. Noele McClair took some video earlier like any good officer would, but Hill said his is better.’


‘Can I have a look?’


Bob grinned. ‘You’ll be seeing the real thing soon, but sure, if you want.’ He took his phone from his pocket, retrieved the image and handed it over. He watched her as she studied it, intrigued unexpectedly by the frown that creased her forehead.


‘I’ve seen him,’ she murmured. ‘I’m almost certain of it. Give me a minute and it’ll come back to me.’ In fact, the recollection took only a few seconds. ‘Last time you and I were out for dinner at the Main Course. When was it?’ she asked herself, then answered. ‘At the beginning of July, it would have been. We had a side table, remember, as intimate as you can be in a ninety-seater restaurant. As usual you took the gunfighter seat, with the view of the door, with me looking towards the back. It was busy but I remember one particular couple, more by the way she behaved than him. They arrived just after us, both dressed up to the nines. He seemed entirely relaxed, but she was definitely ill at ease, more than a little nervous. She kept glancing around and towards the door . . . always a giveaway . . . and I thought, “There’s something going on there. She’s hoping nobody recognises her.” I have a sense for these things.’


‘As you keep telling me. “Suspicious Minds” is your favourite song. So?’


Sarah brandished the image. ‘So, he was the guy,’ she declared.


‘Are you sure?’


‘Ninety per cent. I remember facial features and he had a very well-defined jaw line . . . as does our accident victim.’ She handed the phone back.


‘If you’re certain,’ he said, ‘you’d better tell Ronnie Hill.’


‘You do it for me please, honey. I really have to shoot.’


‘Aye, okay,’ Skinner conceded.


As the front door closed behind her, he re-dialled Inspector Hill and related his wife’s recollection. ‘She has no idea who he was,’ he said, ‘but she’s pretty much certain it was your man. I’d my back to them, so I can’t confirm it, but Sarah’s never wrong. First Saturday in July, it would have been. We were booked for eight, and Sarah said they arrived just after.’


‘Right,’ Hill declared. ‘I’ll ask the restaurant for a list of tables booked from seven thirty on. His name should be there.’


‘Unless she booked the table,’ Skinner pointed out.


‘If she did, she might have reported him missing by now, or heard about the accident through social media and called us.’


‘Maybe not, if Sarah’s suspicions were right.’


‘We’ll still find him.’ He paused. ‘I suppose this means you don’t know who he is, sir.’


‘I don’t,’ Skinner admitted. ‘And yet, I have this . . .’ He stopped in mid-sentence. Had it been a video call the inspector would have seen his eyebrows rise dramatically. ‘Yes! That’s it,’ he exclaimed. ‘Ronnie, you know Witches Hill Golf Club, don’t you?’


‘Of course. The posh place just outside Aberlady that was built by the Marquis of Kinture on his own land, then sold to a Middle East investment group after he died. There was a murder there once, wasn’t there? In the jacuzzi?’


‘Spot on,’ he confirmed. ‘I play there occasionally; the Marquis, God bless and keep him, gave me a life membership. The new owners honoured it, but I only use it on the odd occasion. The last time I did was back in April when I took my boy Jazz for a round. I remember, there was a four-ball in front of us, with caddies; the sods held us up all the way round. They were still in the changing room when we got in, and one of them had the grace to apologise to me. He explained that his mate, his playing partner, had only just taken up the game and that he’d never been a golf club member before. The mate,’ he said, ‘I didn’t speak to him, or ask his name, but now that I think about it, the dead man, it’s him. I’m certain of it.’









Eight


Marion Wayne was hosing mud from the wheels of her pick-up, a frequent task even in summer, when she saw the group of three morning riders leave the narrow and potentially hazardous road and enter the field next to the stable block.


Most of her clients were long-term. She knew them well, and their horses even better. Iris Coffey for example, the oldest of the approaching trio: her Blackie was thirteen and had been at the stable for ten years, succeeding Iris’s beloved old Mary, who had occupied the same stall for twelve before that. She was in her mid-sixties, the widow of a chartered accountant, and rode almost every day, in all but the most extreme weather. Frances Hilton, her regular companion, on Tess, was her best friend. The two had been schoolmates at St George’s. A former teacher, Frances had come to the stable when she and her husband, a high-ranking civil servant, had moved to Dirleton from Edinburgh. They seemed to have a comfortable marriage. In their retirement he golfed and she rode.


The third member of the trio, Claire Hornell, was a newcomer. Marion knew that she lived somewhere beyond Aberlady and that she was married, with a pre-school child who attended a private nursery school close to the stables. She had been told that her husband was Royal Navy: ‘an officer on some ship or other who tends to be away for months at a time,’ Marion’s friend, the nursery proprietor, had volunteered. Claire had dropped her daughter off that morning and had come to exercise Cassie, her pony, arriving a minute after the two friends, who had invited her to join them.


‘All well?’ Marion called out as Frances Hilton led the group into the stable yard. ‘Your mounts look placid enough. You do know that it does them good to break sweat every now and again,’ she added ironically. ‘How about you Mrs Hornell? Did these veterans hold you back?’


‘Claire, please,’ the younger woman responded as she dismounted. ‘No, they were very pleasant companions, and they’re much better horse-women than me.’


‘You can join us any time you like,’ Iris Coffey told her. ‘We’re out most days.’


‘Where did you go today?’ Marion Wayne asked.


‘Not very far,’ her client replied. ‘The customary route up the West Fenton road, then onto the new path, through the building site, the new houses, and then across to the farm and the old railway line. Finally, back here. No alarms, apart from a black Lab that was a bit bolshie, but its owner sorted it.’


‘You didn’t go down to the beach then?’


‘No, not today. Why do you ask, Marion?’


‘Apparently there was a riding accident there this morning. A fatality.’ She paused, as if for emphasis. ‘A police officer called me about it. He told me they don’t know who the victim is yet. I can’t place him myself from the description they gave, but I wondered whether any of you might. He was a man in his thirties, the inspector said, fit, fair hair, a confident rider according to someone who saw him earlier. He was riding a bay gelding, wearing shorts and a sweatshirt. The theory is that his horse threw him and he cracked his head on the rocks. Does he ring any bells with you?’


Frances Hilton shook her head. ‘Not me, I’m afraid. Confident, you say? Sounds as if he was over-confident, poor chap.’ She glanced to her left. ‘How about you, Iris?’


Mrs Coffey shook her head. ‘If you don’t know him I doubt that I would.’ She turned to Hornell. ‘How about you, Claire?’


The younger woman was staring past her; she was pale-faced, her gaze distant. She shook her shoulders as if she was pulling herself back into the present. ‘Me? No,’ she exclaimed. ‘I wouldn’t know, how could I?’ She grabbed her horse’s rein, looking towards the stable. ‘I’m sorry, I really must go. I have to pick up Poppy from nursery. See you again, ladies.’


Marion Wayne watched her as she led her mount away and the others followed. She watched her as she unsaddled, then stabled and fed her pony. From a distance she watched her as she slid behind the wheel of her Polestar, took out her phone and made a call. A minute later she saw her toss it on to the passenger seat, then bury her face in her hands, rubbing her eyes vigorously. She waited until Claire Hornell finally drove off, then reached for her own mobile and redialled her last caller.


‘Inspector Hill,’ she murmured as he picked up, ‘Marion Wayne. I’ve spoken to my three lady clients. None of them could offer any clue to the identity of the dead man on the beach. Two of them, you can take that as gospel, but the third? Of her, I’m not so sure.’
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