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CHAPTER 1


10.35 a.m., Monday


Gleneden Distillery, Outskirts of


St Andrews, Fife, Scotland


Detective Chief Inspector Andy Gilchrist switched off his car’s engine. Rain battered the roof in a hard drum roll, and streamed down the windscreen in sheets. He leaned forward to peer up at the thunder clouds, but it looked as if the downpour was on for the rest of the day, maybe even the month.


From the passenger seat, Detective Sergeant Jessie Janes said, ‘Not halfway through the month yet, and the Met Office is saying this could be the wettest January on record.’


‘Could be. Which at least gives us some hope.’


‘The way it’s pissing down, I’d say it gives us no hope.’


Then … just like that … the rain slackened.


‘Looks like the sun’s trying to break through,’ Gilchrist said.


‘Oh that’s really going to make a difference.’


‘You got an umbrella?’


‘Just the suntan lotion.’ Jessie tutted, and opened the door to an icy January wind. ‘Let’s get on with it,’ she said. ‘At least it’ll be dry where the body is.’


Gilchrist beeped his remote as Jessie scurried along a concrete path – head low, collar up – and into the entrance foyer of Gleneden Distillery. Glass-encased shelves, brightened by soft lighting, glowed with an array of golden malts that stood to attention on tartan-covered plinths. Padded velvet-like boxes lay opened to display sets of nosing glasses engraved with Gleneden Distillery. Pocket flasks, tops unscrewed as if to entice a quick toast for the road, stood amongst sets of sterling silver stirrup cups shaped as stag antlers, fox heads, howling hounds, wing-spread eagles.


His attention was drawn to the centrepiece, a metal-rimmed glass case that looked strong enough to withstand a hammer blow, and which housed a dark, bulbous bottle with a Victorian scroll proclaiming it to be a fifty-year-old single malt. A black tag lay next to it, with a gold-flaked inscription that priced it at £15,000. It looked inviting, he had to confess, but you would have to be filthy rich or stoned drunk – maybe both – to spend that on a bottle. Of course, at that price you wouldn’t drink it, just store it some place safe, knowing that with each passing year it would rise in price. Gilchrist wasn’t a whisky drinker per se, more of an eclectic drinker, preferring the thirst-quenching satisfaction of real ales, even the occasional mass-bottled beer if the mood took him, and now and again the odd whisky when he had one too many last ones for the road, often to his own detriment.


When he caught up with Jessie, she had her warrant card out and was challenging the receptionist, a young blonde-haired woman whose tartan outfit seemed two sizes too small and several years too old. He had a sense that she was someone who never looked polished no matter what she wore. Or maybe her bitten fingernails and a messy tattoo that peeked from the throat of her blouse in red and yellow swirls gave that impression.


‘Mrs Dunmore rarely visits the distillery,’ the receptionist was explaining to Jessie.


‘What is it about expecting us that you don’t understand?’


‘There’s nothing noted in her appointments’ diary.’


‘Get her on the phone.’


‘She’s not in her office.’


‘I don’t care where she isn’t. Phone her mobile.’


‘I don’t have her mobile number.’


Gilchrist stepped in with, ‘Is the distillery manager around?’


‘That would be Robbie Marsh.’


‘Now we know his name, is he available?’


‘I haven’t seen him this morning.’


Gilchrist smiled. ‘That’s all right. We’ll make our own way to the ageing sheds, then.’


‘You’re not allowed to go there without—’


‘Inspector Gilchrist?’


All three turned towards the voice, which came from a middle-aged woman who had entered the foyer through a door in the back wall and was now walking towards them, hand outstretched. A belted wax jacket, which matched green wellington boots, glistened with water droplets, as if she’d just stepped in from a light shower.


‘Katherine Dunmore,’ she said. ‘I own Gleneden.’ Her grip was dry and firm, and her lips twitched in a half-hearted smile.


‘Detective Chief Inspector Gilchrist. St Andrews CID.’ He held out his warrant card, then introduced Jessie. ‘Detective Sergeant Janes, who’ll be assisting in our investigation.’


Jessie nodded in response, but Dunmore’s gaze darted to the receptionist, while her hand took hold of Gilchrist’s arm and steered him towards the door. ‘We’ll be with Robbie,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘In number one warehouse.’


Outside, the rain had picked up again, but Dunmore seemed not to care as she strode down a gravel pathway alongside a black wooden building that reeked of creosote and tar, splashing through puddles in her wellington boots like a child heading to school.


Inside the warehouse, silence reigned, as if the rain had stopped. A fousty smell that reminded Gilchrist of dusty dampness swamped his senses. He scanned the warehouse. Every square inch, it seemed, was taken up by wooden casks of various sizes lying on their sides on rails of wood – larger casks stacked two high, smaller casks three high.


Dunmore pulled back her hood, tucked strands of dark brown hair behind both ears, and shouted out, ‘Robbie?’


‘Yes, Mrs Dunmore.’ The voice came from behind rows of large wooden casks off to Gilchrist’s right.


‘That’s the police here,’ she said. ‘Can you show them the …’


Her voice tailed off as a man emerged from between a lane of casks, removing a pair of heavy-duty gloves. He approached Gilchrist as if intent on tackling him, then shook his hand with a steel grip. ‘Robbie Marsh,’ he said, then nodded to Jessie.


‘I believe you called it in, Mr Marsh,’ Jessie said.


‘I did, aye,’ and without further prompting said, ‘It’s over here.’


Gilchrist walked after Marsh’s slim figure, aware of Dunmore trailing behind. When they reached the open cask, Marsh stood back to let them look inside. That close to the cask, the air was redolent of an enticing whisky aroma that teased Gilchrist’s taste buds – well, for a beer drinker, who would ever have thought?


The wooden cask stood upright, metal hoops slackened, lid off – some four feet tall, three feet in diameter. When Gilchrist leaned forward, he saw that it was drained of whisky, with a fully clothed body crammed inside. He didn’t have to see the face to know it was the body of a man: checked shirt rolled up at the sleeves to reveal strong arms and an expensive watch with a man-sized face still fastened to the wrist; shirt collar up at the back to reveal a woollen tie, presumably still knotted; thick corduroy trousers the colour of whisky.


‘Okay,’ he said to Marsh. ‘Run it past me. How you found him.’


Marsh glanced at Dunmore, and Gilchrist had a sense that permission to speak had been sought, and granted. ‘We’re one of a handful of distillers that have their own bottling plant.’


‘That’s unusual, is it?’


‘Most use one of the major bottling plants in Edinburgh or Glasgow.’


‘Okay. Keep going.’


‘We were getting ready for our bottling run this morning, but when we rolled out this cask we could tell right away that something was wrong.’ He raised his eyebrows, puffed out his cheeks. ‘So we popped the bung to nose it, and that was that. It was off.’


‘In what way?’ Gilchrist said.


‘Just didn’t smell the way it should.’


‘So then what?’


‘We tried to insert the dog—’


‘The what?’


‘The dog. It’s a copper tube, like an oversized test tube, on a bit of string, that we use to take samples through the bunghole. But we couldn’t get it in. Something was blocking it.’


‘Did you not think of calling the police then?’ Gilchrist said.


‘What for? We thought it was a bung cloth that had worked its way in, that’s all.’


‘Does that happen a lot?’


‘Almost never, but when we tried to dislodge it with the bung puller, that’s when we knew we had a problem and that we needed to open it.’


Gilchrist nodded. ‘Keep going.’


‘Well, we rolled it out and stood it up—’


‘Bung in or out?’


‘We put the bung back in, of course.’


Jessie said, ‘It helps if you don’t miss out bits. Okay?’


‘Okay.’ Marsh scratched his head. ‘Well, we put the bung back in, and rolled it from over there to here. Then we stood it up, and drove off the top hoops so we could remove the lid. And that’s when we discovered what the problem was.’ He nodded to the body.


Gilchrist eyed the warehouse floor. Bone dry. ‘What did you do with the whisky that was already in the cask?’


‘Nothing. It’s still in there.’


Gilchrist looked into the cask again, and in the dim light saw that the lower half of the body was actually submerged. ‘You didn’t drain any off ?’ he asked.


‘No need to.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Over the years,’ Marsh said, ‘the cask absorbs some distillate. And the wood’s porous, so some evaporates. We lose about two per cent on average a year. That’s what Customs and Excise allow you, anyway.’


‘The angel’s share?’ Jessie said.


‘It is, aye. But the older the whisky, the higher the percentage lost.’


‘How high?’


‘After twenty-five years, we would expect it to be about half full.’


‘Jesus,’ Jessie said, ‘the angels should be bouncing off heaven’s walls.’


Gilchrist coughed an interruption. ‘What did you do after you found the body?’


‘I phoned Mrs Dunmore—’


‘Why do that?’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘You’d just discovered a body. Why not phone the police?’


‘Well, I …’ Marsh scratched his head again. ‘I … I wanted to know what to do.’


Gilchrist glanced at Dunmore, whose gaze seemed focused on some spot on the warehouse floor. ‘And what did Mrs Dunmore say?’


‘She told me to phone the police. Which I did. And now you’re here.’ Marsh seemed pleased to have that part of the conversation over. But Gilchrist had a sense of not being told the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.


He faced Dunmore. ‘Is that your recollection of events?’ he said.


She looked at him, wide-eyed. ‘Yes, it is.’


But Gilchrist was having none of it. ‘So your manager phones you up and tells you he’s found a body, and you tell him to phone the police?’


‘Yes.’ A tad uncertain.


He looked at Marsh, who seemed more interested in the condition of the opened cask than in Gilchrist’s questions. Back to Dunmore. ‘You didn’t think to ask anything else?’


Dunmore’s resolve seemed to surrender under Gilchrist’s hard gaze. She grimaced for a moment, then edged closer to the cask. Without looking inside, she said, ‘I did ask Robbie if he thought the body could be Hector.’


But even as Gilchrist said, ‘Hector who?’ the vaguest of memories stirred – a missing person, back in the eighties, maybe nineties, the man’s name appearing before him—


‘Hector Dunmore,’ she said. ‘My brother.’


‘Who disappeared twenty-five years ago,’ he added, the logic tumbling into place.


Dunmore closed her eyes and nodded.


‘And what did you say, Robbie?’ Jessie said. ‘When she asked you?’


Marsh shrugged. ‘I told her I couldn’t say.’


Of course he couldn’t, Gilchrist thought. Marsh would’ve been in primary school when Hector Dunmore vanished. And twenty-five years ago, Gilchrist had less than half a dozen years on the force under his belt. But even though he knew the answer, he said, ‘Mrs Dunmore, can you positively identify the body as that of your missing brother?’


She pursed her lips, then said, ‘I can, yes. It’s Hector.’


‘Did you touch the body in any way?’


Her gaze shot at him.


‘To identify him, I mean.’


‘No. I knew from his clothes and his hair. And his watch.’


Gilchrist waited.


‘I bought that watch for his twenty-first. A Seiko. Hector liked the black face, and the date-window thingy. It was all I could afford back then.’


‘And the clothes?’


‘That’s what he was wearing when he disappeared.’


‘You remember what he was wearing?’ Jessie said.


Dunmore’s back straightened. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’


‘Clothes are clothes,’ Jessie said. ‘What month did he disappear?’


‘December. The twelfth.’


‘That’s the middle of winter. And he wasn’t wearing a jacket?’


Dunmore seemed taken aback by the question. ‘Well … I … No. He wasn’t.’


‘So when and where did you last see him?’


‘The night he disappeared.’


‘Keep going,’ Gilchrist said again.


‘As best I remember, George and I went round to Hector’s to drop off some shopping – fresh cuts of meat that we buy in bulk from a local farmer.’


‘And George is …?’


‘My husband.’


Gilchrist caught Jessie’s eye. They would need to talk to George, too. ‘And what time would that have been?’


‘We didn’t stay long. Got there about six-ish. Stayed less than an hour.’


‘And Hector was wearing then what he’s wearing now?’


‘Yes.’


‘What about shoes?’


‘Shoes …? I …’ She shook her head. ‘Slippers, maybe.’


If the body of Hector Dunmore was wearing the same clothes as when his sister and brother-in-law had last visited, then it seemed logical to conclude that he hadn’t gone outside that evening after they’d delivered his shopping – in the middle of winter, no jacket or cold-weather garments – and must have been killed indoors. Were the Dunmores the last people to have seen Hector alive? Rather than voice conjecture, he made a mental note to obtain the records of Hector’s misper investigation.


With that in mind, he said, ‘We’re going to have to seal off this area while we carry out our investigation.’ He looked at Marsh. ‘Can you show me exactly where the cask was stored for twenty-five years? We’ll have to seal that area off, too.’


Marsh nodded to a wall about six feet away. ‘Just over there.’


Gilchrist followed Marsh to a pair of wooden rails on the warehouse floor, nothing more than lengths of four by two on which casks could be rolled, then wedged into place.


‘It was the last one in,’ Marsh said, pointing to a spot near the wall.


Gilchrist tried to imagine the layout before the casks were moved. Rows of casks ran either side of him, stacked two high. ‘I thought you stored them bung up so you can sample them over the years.’


‘We do, aye.’


‘So how do you sample these on the lower level, if there’s a row of casks stacked on top of them?’


‘You don’t,’ Marsh said. ‘Once the top row’s stored and wedged, you’re only able to sample those on the top. Unless you started shifting the top row. Which is a lot of work for not a lot of return.’


‘So not every cask in this warehouse is sampled?’


‘No. There’s loads of casks left untouched from start to finish.’


Gilchrist frowned. ‘So whoever put the body into that cask twenty-five years ago, also knew that if they stowed it here,’ he said, and tapped the ground with his foot, ‘then it would likely never be sampled at all in twenty-five years.’


‘That’s correct, aye.’


He let his thoughts drift for a moment, as he walked back to Jessie and Dunmore. ‘So who first moved the cask?’ he asked Marsh.


‘Jimmy Mitchell. He’s the assistant manager. And that’s when he got hold of me.’


‘Where’s Jimmy now?’


‘Probably in the canteen.’


‘Take DS Janes to talk to him. We’ll need his statement. And yours, too.’ He turned to Dunmore. ‘And a statement from yourself.’


‘Of course.’


Gilchrist looked around. ‘How many doors to this warehouse?’


‘Two.’


‘Lock them both,’ he said to Marsh, ‘and make sure none of your staff can access this area until our Scenes of Crime Officers have completed their forensic examination.’ Then to Dunmore, ‘Some place warm and dry where we can have a chat?’


‘My office.’


As he followed her, he was struck by how unmoved she appeared, as if discovering the whisky-preserved body of your long-lost brother after twenty-five years was an everyday occurrence. No tears. No parting look. No backward glance. No whispered prayer for a rediscovered soul. Nothing.


Over the years Gilchrist had interviewed hundreds of bereaved individuals, and one thing he’d learned was you could never predict how someone would react when confronted with the news of the death of a family member. Most cried, some inconsolably. Many held it together in stoic silence. Others sat there with glazed eyes, as if incapable of understanding what they were being told. But one – and Gilchrist remembered the moment well – actually laughed, jumped up from her chair, and offered to open a bottle of champagne in celebration.


He’d seen how cold Katherine Dunmore could be, and wondered how she would respond to deeper questioning.


Well, he was about to find out.




CHAPTER 2


Dunmore’s office was on the second floor, at the back of the distillery, with a corner window that overlooked an expanse of windswept meadow, grasses brown and flattened from the winter rain and lack of sun. Talking of which, whiter clouds on the horizon seemed to be thinning to a bright blue. For all anyone knew in Scotland, it could be the start of spring.


‘Can I get you anything?’ Dunmore said. ‘Tea? Coffee? Something stronger?’


‘I’m fine, thank you. I don’t intend to take up much of your time.’


‘You don’t mind if I do.’ Not a question, he knew, as she opened her desk drawer and removed a crystal tumbler and a half-bottle of whisky. ‘Gleneden Reserve,’ she said. ‘One of my favourite blends.’ She proceeded to pour herself a measure – close to a treble, as best he could guess – then dribbled in no more than a few drops from a jug of water. ‘You sure I can’t persuade you?’


Gilchrist raised his hand. ‘Positive.’


She nodded then took a sip that barely wet her lips. ‘God,’ she said. ‘That’s good.’ She reclined in her high-backed swivel chair and narrowed her eyes. ‘That’s one of the good things about owning a distillery. You’re allowed to sip whisky for lunch.’


‘Or breakfast,’ he said.


‘You don’t look like a whisky drinker, I have to say.’


‘And what does a whisky drinker look like?’


She tapped the side of her nose. ‘Trade secret.’ Then she opened another drawer and removed a couple of miniatures. ‘Here.’ She pushed them across her desk. ‘Try them. I think you’ll find them palatable, maybe even enjoyable.’


‘That’s very kind of you. But no thank you.’


‘On duty?’


‘At the start of a murder investigation.’


The mention of murder seemed to wipe all pleasure from her face. Then, as if in the huff, she leaned forward and pushed the miniatures across her desk so that Gilchrist had to catch them as they toppled off the edge. ‘I insist,’ she said.


He returned both miniatures to the corner of the desk, beyond her reach. ‘So when did Robbie Marsh call you this morning?’


‘Some time after nine.’


‘Quarter past? Five past?’


‘About that.’


‘Which is it?’


‘Quarter past. Give or take ten minutes. I mean, it’s not like I was timing him.’


‘And what did he say? Verbatim, if possible.’


‘Hah. Now you’re asking. Memory’s not as good as it used to be.’


‘Give it a try.’


She raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘He said, Good morning, Mrs Dunmore. But I could tell from the tone of his voice that something was wrong.’


‘In what way?’


‘He sounded slightly off. Nothing much. Nothing I could put a finger to.’


‘He might not’ve been feeling well. A frog in his throat. That sort of thing.’


‘No, it wasn’t that, it was just … I wished him good morning in response, then asked if anything was the matter.’


‘You asked him that, after just four words – Good morning, Mrs Dunmore?’


‘Yes.’


Silent, Gilchrist waited.


‘Then Robbie said he had some disturbing news, that they’d discovered a body, and would I like him to call the police?’


‘Exact words?’


‘Yes.’


‘To which you said?’


‘Is it Hector? And he said that he couldn’t say.’


‘How long has Robbie worked at the distillery?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. Ten, twelve years, maybe.’


‘So how did he know Hector?’


‘He didn’t know him. Hector had disappeared long before Robbie joined us.’


‘Which is why I’m puzzled that he said he couldn’t say it was Hector, rather than ask who Hector was.’


‘Oh, everybody who works in Gleneden knows about Hector.’


Gilchrist let several seconds pass, but Dunmore seemed content in her answer. ‘Did Robbie tell you where he’d found the body?’


‘No.’


‘So you didn’t know he’d found it in a cask?’


‘I assumed that’s where it was.’


‘Why would you assume that?’


‘Because I knew they were doing a bottling run, and that’s where Robbie had been. I mean …’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Where else would it have been found?’


‘It could’ve been found by the roadside,’ he said, ‘before they started the bottling run. A hit and run, perhaps. Or in one of the fields. An elderly person who’d gone for a walk, collapsed, and died from hypothermia. I can think of other possibilities, but I’m intrigued as to why you presumed the body might be Hector.’ He held her gaze, and waited.


She reached for her tumbler, took a sip that drained it to the halfway mark that time, then returned the glass to her desk with slow deliberation. ‘Well … I …’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t know what else to tell you. That’s the first thing that came to mind. Was it Hector? He’d been missing for so long. And there’s never a day goes by that I don’t think about him.’ She dabbed a hand at the corner of her eye. ‘He was my brother, after all. The owner of the distillery until … well … until he … he disappeared.’


Crocodiles had shed more convincing tears, he thought. ‘I understand you don’t visit the distillery very often.’


‘Who told you that?’


‘Don’t you?’


‘Not as often as I used to. No.’


‘Once a day, a week, a month, what?’


‘At least several times a month, I’d say.’


‘So how did you know they were doing a bottling run?’


‘It’s Monday. They always do bottling runs on a Monday.’


‘How did you know they were bottling a twenty-five-year-old cask this morning? And not a ten-year-old?’


‘I … eh … Robbie must have told me.’


‘When he phoned you this morning?’


‘Yes.’


‘You didn’t say that.’


‘As I said, memory’s a bit dodgy now.’ She hid her gaze behind another sip.


Gilchrist waited until she returned the glass to the desk. ‘How old was Hector when he disappeared?’


‘Twenty-six.’


‘And he ran the distillery until then?’


‘Not only ran it. He owned it.’


‘Lock, stock and barrel, one hundred per cent?’


‘Mummy had a small share in it at the time.’


‘Tell me about the watch,’ he said.


‘I bought it for his twenty-first,’ she said, unfazed by his sudden change in tack. ‘He’d wanted a Rolex, but I couldn’t afford that, not then, anyway.’


‘And how old were you then?’


‘Nineteen. Hector was two years older. One year and nine months to be exact.’


‘Were your parents alive?’


‘Mummy only. Daddy died the year before. Mummy was so upset. She cried for days and days, poor soul.’ Another sip gave Gilchrist the sense that she had no fond memories of her father, and might have been toasting the memory of his passing.


‘He must have been young when he died, your father.’


‘He was, yes. Forty-something. Five, I think. Maybe six. About that.’


‘And his name?’


‘Edwin.’


‘Your mother’s name?’


‘Alice.’


‘Is she still alive?’


‘Oh, dear goodness, no. After Hector disappeared, she went to pieces. She was never the same. I ended up having to put her in a nursing home. I couldn’t look after her. Best place for her, as it turned out. But she never settled there. She shrank into herself, would be a good way to describe it. The poor soul then had a series of mini-strokes, micro infarctions of the brain, is the medical term. Then she passed away one night in her sleep.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ But he could have been talking to a cardboard image for all the emotion being shown. ‘Any other brothers and sisters?’ he asked.


‘No. Just me.’


‘So,’ he said, measuring his words. ‘When Hector disappeared, and your mother fell to pieces, who took over the distillery?’


‘I did.’


‘All by yourself ?’


‘George helped.’


‘Are you and George still involved in the running of the business?’


‘Very much so. You can’t find good help any more. It’s a generational thing. In my day, you worked the hours you needed to get the job done. Nowadays, it’s all mobile phones, and minimum hours for maximum wages. Free handouts is what they’re looking for.’


‘All from only several days at the distillery a month?’


A momentary pause, as if to recalibrate her thinking, then, ‘Most of our work’s done by email these days. Or phone. Business is handled perfectly well from home.’


‘What about Robbie and Jimmy?’


‘What about them?’


‘Do they expect free handouts?’


‘No. Robbie’s one of the best managers we’ve had. Jimmy’s still on probation.’


Probation seemed an odd word to use about an employee. But that aside, he did a quick mental calculation. ‘So when Hector disappeared, you would’ve been twenty-four?’


‘Yes.’


‘Were you and George married then?’


‘Yes. We got married the year before.’


‘What did your father think of George?’ he said, just to throw it out there.


‘He never met him, but I’m sure he wouldn’t have liked him. He never liked anyone I brought home.’


‘Why is that?’


‘Over-possessive of his only daughter, I assume. My relationship with Daddy was … how should I say it? … fraught. He wasn’t a pleasant man at times.’


Gilchrist pulled his questions back on track. ‘Where can I find George?’


‘At home.’


‘Which is where?’


She rattled off an address, and he scribbled it down – Hepburn Gardens, St Andrews. ‘If he’s not there,’ she said, ‘he’ll be at his office. GC Publicity.’ Another address, followed by a couple of phone numbers.


‘What does GC stand for?’ he asked.


‘George Caithness. I never took his surname when we married. For business reasons.’


He mouthed an Ah, then said, ‘Did Hector attend your wedding?’


‘Of course. Why wouldn’t he?’ Irritation seemed to creep behind her eyes. She took another sip, lips tight, as if his question had soured the whisky. Then she returned her glass to her desk with a firm thud of finality. ‘I don’t particularly care for what you’re suggesting, Mr Gilchrist, that Hector and I didn’t get on with each other. On the contrary, I loved Hector more than any sister could love her brother.’


‘And your husband, George,’ Gilchrist said, just to keep the pot simmering, ‘how did he and Hector get on?’


‘Like the best of friends. How else would you expect them to?’ She slid her chair away from her desk, swivelled it around so she faced the meadows, and Gilchrist the back of her chair. ‘You’re beginning to annoy me, Mr Gilchrist. I don’t feel inclined to continue with this … this chat. I’ll be talking to my lawyer. You’ll probably hear from her before close of business. Good day.’


Gilchrist was surprised by Dunmore’s needless threat, and pushed to his feet, his eyes on her reflection in the window. But she seemed more interested on something in the distance than in a DCI preparing to leave her office. The manner in which she’d talked to him irked, and he found himself unable to resist stamping his authority. ‘When you do call your lawyer,’ he said to her reflection, ‘it would be in your best interests to tell her that you’re expected at St Andrews North Street Police Station at 8 a.m. tomorrow for a formal interview.’


‘I’m not sure I can fit that in.’


‘Change whatever plans you have,’ he ordered. ‘And be there. At eight.’


‘And if I don’t?’


‘I’ll consider that a wilful attempt to obstruct a criminal investigation, and I’ll have a warrant issued for your arrest.’


Dunmore swivelled her chair around. Her hands, tight and sinewed, gripped the arms of her chair like eagle’s claws. Her eyes blazed with a sheen of anger, maybe madness. ‘How dare you,’ she said. ‘How dare you come into my office and threaten me with arrest when the body of my dear brother has only just been found.’


Gilchrist slipped his hand into his pocket and removed a business card. He laid it face-up on her desk. ‘Tomorrow morning,’ he said.


He let himself out, conscious of Dunmore’s eyes on him all the way.




CHAPTER 3


As Jessie strode after Robbie Marsh on the hunt for Jimmy, she struggled to keep up with him, his long stride more suited to someone seven feet tall than the short-arse Scotsman he was. They crossed a gravel road, passed the entrance to the distillery, rounded the back of the building to a paved area that seemed to double up as a smoking area and barbecue slash picnic spot. A group of three people – two women, one man – huddled beneath an overhead canopy fixed to the wall. The rain had turned to drizzle as fine as haar. In the cold air a grey fug of cigarette smoke hung around them like personal fog.


Marsh shouted, ‘Jimmy,’ then gave a sideways nod with his chin – over there, by the fence. Jimmy pulled on his cigarette as if his life depended on it, taking it down to his thumb and middle finger. Then he dropped the dout and stomped it into the slabbed paving.


With just that action, Jessie took an instant dislike to him. She no longer smoked – how long had it been? Eight years? – and the sight of discarded fag ends littering the ground pissed her off. Maybe it had to do with the fact that she had a son, Robert, from whom she’d managed to keep the sin of smoking. But not only was smoking a filthy habit, smokers were filthy, too. What would the world look like if everyone who ate or drank cast their leftovers onto the ground for others to clean up? Same difference as douts, as far as she could tell—


‘This is Jimmy Mitchell,’ Marsh said.


Jessie flashed her warrant card, and wrinkled her nose at the acrid fragrance that clung to Mitchell’s clothing. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘tell me about it.’


Mitchell seemed confused, until Marsh said, ‘When we opened the cask—’


‘I’m not talking to you,’ Jessie said. ‘I’m talking to him.’


‘Oh, aye, right,’ Mitchell said. ‘We were getting ready for the bottling run, when I rolled out that last puncheon—’


‘What?’


Jimmy looked at her, puzzled.


‘Rolled out that last what?’ she said.


‘Puncheon. It’s the largest of our whisky casks. Five hundred litres.’


Well, it would have to be that size to stuff a body inside, she thought. She scribbled on her notepad, then said, ‘You were saying …?’


‘Aye, right.’ He coughed, cleared his throat. ‘So, when I rolled it out, the way it kind of wobbled, I could tell something was inside. I told Robbie, and after he’d checked it out, he said we had to open it. And when we took the lid off, there he was, stuffed inside, soaked all the way through with whisky.’


‘Did you not think of wringing him out?’


‘Naw, we wouldnae …’ He stopped when he realised Jessie was being sarcastic.


‘Then what?’ she said.


‘Robbie ran off to phone the boss, like. And I carried on with the bottling run.’


‘All by yourself ?’


‘Naw, me and the girls.’ He glanced at the two other smokers, and Jessie tutted as she turned on Marsh.


‘Only you and Jimmy, you said. Now we’ve got another two.’


Marsh shrugged. ‘Thought you were only asking about opening the cask.’


‘Anyone else?’ Jessie said. ‘Did you phone the rest of the staff to come and have a look? Any family members, friends, neighbours?’


‘Only Mrs Dunmore.’


‘And did she have a look inside the cask?’


‘She did, yes.’


‘Before or after you reported it to the police?’


‘Does it matter?’


Jessie turned the full heat of her ice-cold stare on him. ‘What I’m trying to establish here, and what you seem to be trying to avoid telling me, is how long did it take you to phone it in after finding the body?’


Marsh glanced at the ground, shuffled his feet, as if deciding whether or not to tell the truth. In the end, he said, ‘About an hour, I guess.’


‘I’m not interested in guesses. How long, exactly?’


‘I can’t say exactly for sure.’


‘How about you, Jimmy?’


‘I don’t know nothing about phoning the cops.’


Back to Marsh. ‘Okay, Robbie. You’re it. And you’d better stop pissing me around, or I may have to check you out in greater detail. And before you try to slip me another porky, be advised that we can and will check phone records.’


Marsh puffed out his cheeks. ‘Maybe an hour and a half ?’


‘Maybe an hour and three-quarters?’


‘Maybe.’


Jessie glanced over Marsh’s shoulder. ‘Is that the canteen?’


‘It is, aye.’


‘Right, let’s go. I want written statements from the pair of you, the girls, too.’


Gilchrist had just returned to the warehouse when he noticed a Range Rover bumping alongside the gravel path. It pulled to a gentle halt. The engine died. The vehicle was angled such that he couldn’t see the driver through the windscreen, although he did recognise the personal registration number plate as Cooper’s.


The door opened, and D r Rebecca Cooper – police pathologist – stepped to the ground. He caught his breath at the sight of her hair. What he had always seen as one of her most attractive features – thick strawberry-blonde waves that folded over her shoulders in a sensuous mass – was now cut in a styled bob that hugged her cheeks. And where she used to rake it back from her forehead with her fingers, a fringe cut as straight as a ruler ran through her eyebrows. The change was so dramatic he could have been looking at a stranger, rather than a past lover.


‘You look surprised,’ she said.


‘Does it show?’


She removed a packet of coveralls from the boot, and tore it open. ‘I’ve always been able to read you like a book, Andy.’


‘I take it Mr Cooper approves?’


‘Mr Cooper’s no longer around to approve of anything.’


Which was a surprise, although with Cooper he had learned never to be surprised by anything she said or did. ‘Nothing serious, I hope.’


‘Regrettably.’


‘Hence the new look?’


‘For attracting a new man, you mean?’


Cooper had this way of diverting his most innocent of comments down a path that led him deeper into trouble. So he decided not to respond, even though he wondered if Maxwell Cooper’s absence was permanent, or just another period of separation until he returned to continue where he’d left off. Instead, he said, ‘Not quite what I was suggesting.’


‘And what were you suggesting?’


‘New situation, new look?’


‘The body’s in there, is it?’


She walked off towards the warehouse, and for a moment he almost followed.


Cooper was one of Scotland’s most respected forensic pathologists, and had worked with Gilchrist on a number of major cases. He would regret – probably to his dying day – that they’d had more than a professional relationship which at one time he’d hoped, maybe even expected, would progress to something more permanent. In the end, he found out he was not Cooper’s kind of man; world-travelled, knowledgeable epicure, CEO of own company. But even so, he couldn’t shift an irresistible sense of attraction, and an unsettling longing that stirred in his groin.


He shoved his hands deep into his pockets, and went looking for Jessie.


What Marsh had called the canteen was more small café slash shop where visitors to the distillery could have tea, coffee, cakes, and purchase any number of bottles of Gleneden whisky. He found Jessie seated at a corner table with two women and Robbie Marsh. Jessie was gathering her notes, as the others pushed to their feet.


‘Thanks, girls,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in touch if I’ve any more questions.’


As the women walked past him, Gilchrist caught Marsh’s eye. ‘Another question?’


Marsh looked at him. ‘Sure.’


‘When you phoned Mrs Dunmore this morning, did you mention anything about the bottling run?’


‘Told her we were bottling a twenty-five-year-old.’


He thought the answer too quick, as if Marsh had been primed. ‘And what did she say to that?’


‘Nothing, really.’


‘Was it important that she knew?’


‘Not really.’


‘So why did you tell her?’


‘It’s …’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I just did.’


He waited a couple of beats before saying, ‘Anything else?’


Marsh shook his head. ‘That’s about it, I think.’


Gilchrist handed him a business card. ‘Call, if you think of anything.’


Marsh walked away, mobile phone already in his hand.


Gilchrist sat opposite Jessie. ‘Any luck?’ he asked.


‘Don’t know if you’d call it luck, but that Robbie boy didn’t call it in as quickly as he said he did.’ She sifted through her notes. ‘Best I’d say, an hour and forty-five minutes from the time they discovered the body, and him calling it in.’


‘The reason being?’


‘Had to wait for Lady Gleneden to put on her make-up.’


‘That’s a bit weak.’


‘As water.’


‘What do you make of Dunmore? Do you believe her?’


Jessie shook her head. ‘We’ve found a body, Mrs Dunmore. Oh, is it Hector?’ She scoffed. ‘No, I don’t bloody believe her. And what’s this about her and her husband visiting Hector the night he disappeared? If she remembered him wearing the clothes he’s still got on, then he must have been murdered that night at home.’


‘My thoughts, too.’


‘I think she’s being economical with the truth, the lying trollop.’


‘You’ll have a chance to tackle her again. She’s bringing her lawyer to the Office tomorrow first thing. So get hold of Jackie and get her to dig out the misper files for Hector Dunmore’s investigation.’


‘What about her husband, George? Will he be with her tomorrow?’


‘You and I are going to have a chat with him later.’


‘Why not right now?’


‘I want to see how Cooper’s getting on. You interested?’


‘Do I have a choice?’


‘Try to keep it friendly for once.’


‘How d’you expect me to do that?’


‘Pin that tongue of yours to the roof of your mouth.’




CHAPTER 4


The area outside warehouse number 1 was no longer deserted. Two white SOCO Transit vans were parked close to the wooden building, their side and rear doors wide open. Crime scene tape across the doorway flapped in the wind.


Inside, Gilchrist could tell all was not well. Cooper stood with her back to them, voice raised, her frustration clear. Three SOCOs kneeled on the ground by her feet, and it took him several seconds to realise they were struggling to lay Hector Dunmore’s whisky-soaked body into a body bag without damaging it. Despite their professional expertise, human flesh – any flesh, for that matter – soaked in alcohol for twenty-five years was unforgiving to the touch. Skin sloughed off bare arms like overcooked meat, to expose sinewed musculature. Dunmore might have had a fine head of hair as a twenty-six-year-old, but the body on the bag looked as if it was wearing an ill-fitting topper complete with crumpled left ear. One of the SOCOs swore as her hand slipped free, taking with it the skin of a bony right foot.


So, no winter shoes, no slippers, no socks.


Gilchrist interrupted the scene with, ‘Anything obvious to explain cause of death?’


‘Christ, Andy,’ Cooper snapped. ‘But if we’re ever able to get the body back to the lab intact, I’ll have an answer for you in a day or two.’


‘You couldn’t have something for me by tomorrow, could you?’


‘No, I couldn’t,’ she said. ‘And what’s the rush? One day longer in a twenty-five-year-old murder enquiry isn’t going to make one iota of difference.’


Well, he supposed she had a point.


‘Don’t let that slip,’ Cooper said.


But the belt buckle on Dunmore’s trousers had already pierced the skin, and a roll of bloated intestine squeezed out from under his shirt and into the SOCO’s hands like purple sausage meat.


‘Chrissake,’ someone hissed.


Body bags were made of non-porous material and, once zipped up, nothing escaped. Although Gilchrist saw that the problem was not something slipping out, but that everything was zipped up in the first place.


‘No shoes?’ he said.


‘Nor socks.’


A glance into the emptied cask confirmed that Dunmore hadn’t been wearing slippers either, or anything else on his feet that might have slipped off in the decanting. With checked shirt and corduroy trousers, Dunmore should have had something on his feet to walk about his house. At least, that’s what Gilchrist would have worn. But did it matter if he was barefooted before or after he was murdered?


Probably not, came the answer.


‘We’ll leave you to it,’ he said. But he could have been talking to a mannequin for all the response Cooper gave him.


Outside, walking back to his car, Jessie said, ‘She’s a cold one.’


‘She can be difficult to communicate with at times. I’ll give you that.’


Jessie chuckled. ‘Something tells me that you’re still hankering after her.’


Gilchrist pressed his remote fob and his car beeped at him. ‘Did Jackie get back to you with Dunmore’s misper file?’


‘It’s early days.’


‘Get onto it.’


The drive from Gleneden Distillery to Dunmore’s home in Hepburn Gardens took less than fifteen minutes – a short commute that did nothing to explain why it had taken Dunmore so long to arrive at the distillery after Marsh phoned her. Gilchrist pulled onto a red-paved driveway that led to a two-storey house with a circular turret, and freshly painted roughcast that must have cost three months of a DCI’s salary to paint. An expansive lawn, green and manicured despite it being winter, filled one corner of the property. A ten-foot-high hedge, which must have been trimmed with the help of a spirit level, lined the boundary.


He parked next to a black Range Rover Sport, and stepped into the cold January air.


Jessie blew into her hands and sniffed the air. ‘Just stinks of money, doesn’t it?’


‘It’s well maintained, that’s for sure.’


‘Master of the understatement. How much does a distillery owner earn anyway?’


‘More than you and me.’


‘Yeah, added together. You ever think you’re in the wrong business?’


‘Often.’


She eyed the front door. ‘Come on, let’s knock this punter up, and get back to the Office for a cuppa.’ But after five minutes of Jessie cursing and pressing the bell, rattling the knocker, the door remained unanswered. ‘Don’t think anybody’s in,’ she said.


‘I’m the master of what, did you say?’


‘You got a number you can reach him?’


Gilchrist called the number Dunmore had given him for GC Publicity. On the third ring a woman’s voice said, ‘Hello?’


Gilchrist introduced himself, then said, ‘I’m looking for George Caithness?’


‘I’m sorry, but Mr Caithness isn’t here.’


‘Do you know when he’s expected?’


‘No, I’m sorry, I don’t.’


‘You got another number I can reach him?’


‘Give me a second.’ The line clattered, then silenced, clattered again, and a mobile number was rattled off. Gilchrist assigned it to memory, and when he ended the call, tapped it in. He cursed when he got through to a dead line. ‘It’s disconnected.’


‘Maybe your memory’s not as good as you think it is,’ Jessie said. ‘I don’t know how you can remember numbers like that. I’ve got to write them down.’


Gilchrist did indeed have a memory for numbers, but just in case he’d got it wrong, he handed his mobile to Jessie. ‘Phone Caithness’s office again and check it out, will you?’


While Jessie located the number and redialled it, Gilchrist walked along the side of the house. He unlatched a wooden gate at the corner of the garage, which opened up to a back garden as well maintained as the front, private, too, despite the adjacent homes. A twelve-foot-high leylandii hedge, trimmed as flat as a wall and squared at the top like topiary, ran around the entire boundary. Stone slabs inset into the lawn formed a path that led to a gazebo in the corner, which looked trapped by winter-bare clematis. Wooden decking ran along the back of the house, and stepped up to a hot tub.


At the far boundary, he turned and faced the house. From there, he had a clear view of the upstairs rooms – curtains open, no lights on, no sign of activity.


Just then, Jessie walked into the back garden, shaking her head. ‘You were right.’ She handed his phone to him. ‘I’d say the SIM card’s been removed.’


He slipped his mobile into his jacket. ‘Something doesn’t fit here. Brand new Range Rover parked at the front, phone ringing out, no one answering the door.’


‘He could’ve gone for a walk, or a jog. Who knows?’


‘Maybe.’ But that sixth sense of his was warning him that there was more to George Caithness’s absence than a daily jog. He couldn’t point to anything, just that niggling feeling that stirred when things didn’t quite add up. ‘Have Jackie check the Range Rover. It might not be his.’ Then he pulled out his mobile, and walked to the middle of the lawn.


When Dunmore answered, he said, ‘Your husband, George, isn’t home.’


‘I can’t help you with that.’


‘Any idea where he could be?’


‘Have you tried his office, for God’s sake?’


‘He’s not there, but his car’s here. A black Range Rover. That’s his, right?’


The sigh that swept down the line could have been a whispered curse. ‘George could have gone out to buy a newspaper. He often does that. Or he could be at home watching TV, and not in the least interested in talking to the police. Which is something I have no interest in doing either. Good day.’


The line died.


Well, after her hissy-fit at the distillery, he supposed it was silly of him to expect her to welcome his line of questioning. But she shouldn’t treat him with such disdain.


It only made him more determined.




CHAPTER 5


Back at the North Street Office, Gilchrist went looking for Jackie Canning – best researcher in the world, he called her – for the missing person’s file on Hector Dunmore. As soon as he entered Jackie’s office she held it up for him.


‘This … this …’ she tried, but her stammer stumped her every time.


‘Hector Dunmore’s file?’ he said.


‘Uh-huh.’ Her mass of rust-coloured hair wobbled like an Afro. ‘Two,’ she said.


‘You made a copy for Jessie?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Thanks, Jackie. You’re a darling.’ He took both files from her, and blew her a squelchy ‘Mwah’ in the process.


Jackie giggled, then shooed him away as if he were a naughty child.


Gilchrist dropped the original file on Jessie’s desk, then headed to his own office. As he fingered the copies, he was surprised to see how sparse they were. It seemed that not much effort had gone into the investigation before the powers that be drew a line under it. A quick flip through confirmed Dunmore’s Land Rover had been found on the outskirts of Mallaig on the west coast of Scotland, about two hundred miles due west of St Andrews, on 14 December. A well-worn black parka jacket with a fur-trimmed hood had been found in the rear seat, and a tattered briefcase that contained a notebook and paperwork was identified by Katherine Dunmore as belonging to her brother, Hector. As if for the avoidance of doubt, a couple of sheets of Gleneden letterhead were also recovered from the briefcase, with Hector Dunmore’s name printed in the address.


It all seemed too convenient for Gilchrist’s peace of mind.


Interestingly, no fingerprints had been lifted from the Land Rover, with a note from the SIO that the steering wheel, handbrake and gear levers, seats – back and front – cabin and windscreen had all been wiped clean. Outside door handles, wing mirrors, and doors had been polished, too. The Senior Investigating Officer was D I Tom Calish, whom Gilchrist had only the vaguest recollection of – white-haired, rubicund face, beer belly, smoked sixty a day, on the verge of retirement – which didn’t bode well for Calish still being around. And twenty-five years ago, DNA was still in its infancy. So, with no fingerprints, and no mileage logbook – from what Gilchrist could tell – all Calish had to rely on for proof that the Land Rover had been driven there by Hector Dunmore in person, was the assumptive word of his sister, Katherine, and DVLA records for proof of company ownership. Despite suspicions surrounding the cleaning of the fingerprints, the Gleneden letterhead effectively closed the case in terms of identification, when Dunmore’s disappearance from his home in St Andrews was confirmed.


No eyewitnesses in or around Mallaig had come forward, and the Mallaig Police received no reports of anything untoward, other than a couple of drunk and disorderlies that weekend. Search teams had been organised, and the local community came out in force to assist. But after six days the search was called off when a major snowstorm threatened to close all roads in and around the town. Besides, it was the festive season, and from the notes thereafter, it seemed to Gilchrist that everyone had gone home to celebrate Christmas and bring in the New Year.


January proved no better, with what Gilchrist could tell were half-hearted attempts to revitalise the investigation. Witness statements had been taken from people who knew Hector or worked with him. But as Gilchrist read them, he realised that the only statements of import were those of Dunmore’s sister, Katherine, and her husband, George, the last people to see Hector alive. It seemed that Calish simply took their statements, then did little follow up. Hector had driven to Mallaig for reasons unknown, and abandoned his Land Rover.


And that was it.


Reading on, days passed with no additional entries recorded, then weeks, until the end of May when the case was finally assigned to cold storage. End of.


Not one of Fife Constabulary’s better efforts, he had to say.


He pushed his fingers through his hair in frustration, and faced the window. Outside, winter was making its presence felt. The skies had cleared and the temperature had dropped to below freezing. Ice sparkled on frosted asphalt in the car park below. He found his gaze creeping over the boundary wall into the gardens beyond, his mind simmering away in the background, trying to make sense of what had happened all these years ago.


Hector Dunmore had been murdered and his body hidden in a cask in a distillery on the outskirts of St Andrews. Meanwhile, his Land Rover had been driven to Mallaig for the sole purpose of faking his disappearance, by someone unknown, someone not sought by the police due to Calish’s presumption that it could only have been Hector who’d driven it there in the first place.


Which was when another possibility flickered to life.


Gilchrist returned to the files, flipped through them until he found what he was looking for—


‘Have you read the case files?’ Jessie said.


Gilchrist looked up, and grimaced. ‘I’m working through them.’
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