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			For Cillian. Look for the magic in every day. 

			Be happy. Be grateful. But most of all, be kind.
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			PROLOGUE

			Pitch black. She’s running, her heart bursting in her chest, her lungs burning as she tries to gulp in air. She’s running for her life. And she can hear his footsteps behind her, the snapping of twigs as he tears through the woodland after her. She knows this stretch of wood well, and she knows she has nowhere to go, and that if she keeps running further and further away from the house, he will catch up with her and then it will be over. She stumbles, twists her ankle and falls, searing pain surging through her, but she clambers back up, because she can hear his voice now.

			‘You fucking bitch! I’ll get you!’

			Over her shoulder she catches a glimpse of him racing towards her, and she turns away. Through the trees, not too far, she can see the light in the kitchen window of her cottage where she bolted from after he attacked her. She has to go back. There are places she can hide, outbuildings. She breaks into a run again, gasping as the pain from her turned ankle shoots up her leg, adrenalin and fear driving her on.

			When she gets to her yard, she glances behind her but she cannot see him now. She reaches the barn door and drags it open, stumbling inside into the darkness and the stillness before pulling the door closed. She seldom goes in here. It’s mostly used for storing gardening tools and stacking chopped firewood. She bolts the stable door top and bottom and manages to squeeze herself in behind the boxes. She crouches down, trying to slow her breathing, her body soaked in sweat from the terror and the exertion.

			
			

			In the silence she can hear her heartbeat. She strains her ears and can hear footsteps outside in the yard getting closer. Then they stop. He’s outside. She knows it. She’s barely breathing. She hears the barn door being dragged open. He’s inside. The stable doors rattle as he tries to slide the bolts but he can’t as it’s locked from the inside. She can hear the steps walking away, and she dares to take a breath. Then suddenly the crashing sound of an axe on the door. Christ almighty. The door splinters and he keeps on smashing until there’s a big enough hole in the upper door for him to push his arm through and open the lock. Some light comes in, but she stays statue still, hoping she’s invisible. She can sense him glancing around, scrutinising every corner. Then she hears him snigger.

			‘There you are, bitch!’

			He crosses the floor and pulls back the boxes, exposing her. She looks up as he stands with the axe in his hand. This is it, she thinks. He’s going to swing that down on me and it will be over. What will they say when they find me? He stands that way for a long moment. Then suddenly, he reaches down, grabs her by the hair and drags her out of her hiding place as she yelps in pain. He pulls her to her feet. But then, from somewhere, she finds the strength to raise her leg and knee him squarely in the balls. He buckles over and she tries to free herself from his grasp, but he’s too strong and pulls her back and she stumbles onto the floor. Now he’s straddling her, punching her face one way then the other and for a second, she can see stars. His hands go around her neck, and he squeezes. Her eyes are open and she’s gasping as he presses the wind out of her body, and she knows if she can’t get out of this then very soon, she’ll die. She thrashes her body violently, kicking her legs, then turns her head and somehow manages to sink her teeth into the back of his hand, and she holds on like a rabid dog as he screams in pain. Then with a final heave she forces him off her and she wriggles free as he is on his knees trying to scramble up after her. She looks around, her eyes falling on a garden spade. She picks it up, and then it’s like slow motion, and she can see herself raising it and bringing it down on his head with a sickening crack. He falls face down. She lifts the spade, ready to go again. But she can see he’s unconscious, blood beginning to seep from the back of his head. She stands over him, breathing hard, her mouth half open in shock and terror over what she’s just done. He’s not moving. At all. She stands and watches for maybe a minute, then she reaches her fingers down to feel his neck for a pulse. There’s none. He lies there, his dark eyes wide open, staring, dead.

			
			

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			Elizabeth Fletcher turned on the cold water tap and stood at the kitchen sink, watching the water run over her trembling hands. She could feel her knees shaking and her teeth chattering as she looked out of the window at the still dark night, her mind a blur of panic and shock. She tried to take slow breaths to control herself, to find some kind of recovery that would focus her mind so she could work this out. She had just killed a man. He was out there now, lying in her barn, blood spreading across the stone floor.

			It was self-­defence, of course. She knew that, and anyone who investigated the death would absolutely agree, once they looked at the red welts on her neck where he’d tried to strangle her and the swelling on her cheek where he’d punched her hard. She was the victim, not this stranger who she didn’t even know anything about, yet who she’d drunkenly brought to her home for sex. She could call the police, but she wouldn’t. God almighty! How could she call the police and explain that? But even if she could find a way to admit that she had a drink problem, and had made a dangerous and stupid decision to pick up a stranger in a bar, she still couldn’t tell the police. It wasn’t what she’d done; it was who she was. Who her husband was. Christopher Fletcher was a university lecturer, a hugely respected figure widely quoted in the media for his expertise, who was fluent in several languages, his political lectures translated across Europe and beyond. She would find a way through this. She had to. But right now, there was a body in her barn that she had to get rid of.

			
			

			She splashed cold water on her face and wiped it gingerly with a tea towel, glimpsing at her puffy cheek in the small mirror in her kitchen. The bloodshot eyes staring back at her with a shocked, almost crazed expression told their own story of too many boozy nights, and sometimes days. The years of alcohol abuse were beginning to show the ravages on her once beautiful face.

			She stood for a moment, her breath coming a little easier now as she focused on what to do next. She went into the hall and pulled open the cupboard, and from the bottom shelf she dragged out a large tarpaulin they’d used to cover the barbecue, but which she’d kept for some inexplicable reason even though they’d got a new one. It was strong and thick. She folded it quickly, then went into the utility room, pulled on her wax jacket and put on a pair of light gardening gloves. She picked up a torch and headed out to the barn.

			The door was still half open, the way she’d left it when she ran in horror a few minutes ago after what she’d done. Now she crept inside, somehow half expecting him not to be there, some faint hope that this had all been a terrifying nightmare and she’d wake up any moment in a fevered sweat. She switched on the torch. He was there all right, the pool of blood from his head now wider on the floor. She looked down at him, not really even sure how to start doing this. He wasn’t a big man, but he was muscular and he’d be heavy. She was fit too, from lifting weights in the gym over the years and keeping herself in good shape, but she wouldn’t be able to lift the dead weight of a grown man.

			
			

			She put down the torch and left it on. Then she crept towards him, trying to keep her eyes from looking at his dead stare. She bent down and managed to turn him over. She went into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his mobile phone, making a mental note to pick up his shirt and jacket from her house before she moved him, if she was able to move him. She had to. She knelt down, hooked her arms under his and tried to budge him. Not a chance in hell. She shone the torch around the barn. She suddenly remembered there was a contraption somewhere, a jack kind of thing that had been left by the previous owners, and she’d seen guys working on the house last year lifting blocks of bricks with it. She went out of the stable and shone the light across the barn floor and spotted the jack at the other side. She had no idea how to use it but went over and pressed what looked like the power button. It sparked to life with a mild humming noise. She pressed the lever up, down, and finally up again to see how high it would go. High enough, she decided. She had to work fast, efficiently; make sure everything was done, cleaned up.

			She opened the barn door wide and walked quickly to her Land Rover Discovery, climbed in and reversed it slowly up to the open barn door. She got out of the car, and pulled the jack into the stable, surprised at how easy it was to operate, then turned it around so the two long forks jutting out from the bottom faced the dead body. She pushed the button, and it moved forward, the forks making the dead body flinch eerily when they bumped against it. They were moving it but couldn’t get underneath properly. These things were for moving pallets and bricks, not dead bodies. She needed a board to put beneath him. All she could see in the barn was a wide length of plywood but that might be strong enough. She dragged it across the floor and put it down beside him. Then she knelt down and, with everything she had, she rolled his body onto it. He was on his back now, eyes staring up at her, a trickle of blood sliding down his nostrils. Don’t look, she told herself. Just get it done. Once he was on the board, the forks slipped beneath it and secured it. She pulled the lever to raise the board, surprised it was actually moving it. She kept raising it until it was at the height of the open door of the Land Rover boot. Then she stood back, wiped sweat from her brow and moved towards it. She tried to push the body into the boot, but it wouldn’t budge. Then again, with every scrap of strength in her body, she heaved it and it rolled into the boot. He was still supple enough for her to push his legs into a position so she could get the door closed. She then picked up the barbecue cover and tucked it around him, and pulled back the cover of the boot so he was hidden. Then she got into the car and switched on the engine. Where the hell was she going to go?

			
			

			She sat for a moment, scenarios and scenes of where and how she could dump the body flashing like a macabre list. She could drive all the way out of the village along to the cliffs and reverse the car close enough to open the door and hope for the best. Or she could drive a few miles away to the river – but someone might see her going through to the next town. She checked her watch. It was three thirty, still dark, but there were CCTV cameras in the town so that wasn’t an option. She reversed out of the yard and turned the car down the long driveway and out onto the open road. There was no traffic and the night was still, the sky dark in the moonless night. She took the small lane off the main road, which was narrow and grassy and mostly used by walkers, not cars, but the four-­wheel-­drive car could handle it. She drove along slowly and managed all the way up to the lower part of the cliffs. She had to be ultra careful here. One slip of the clutch and she’d be over along with the car and the dead body. She slowed down, found a way to reverse and went close to the edge, then got out and opened the door, the wind whipping up.

			
			

			She dragged the body out with the cover, catching his legs, and he hit the earth with a soft thud. She could hear the roar of the ocean. In the distance she could see the lighthouse flashing. She dragged the body to the edge, but she dared not take another step in case she slipped. She sat down, and pushed with her feet, inch by inch, till he was closer to the edge. Then one final heave and he went over.

			She could hear the thud of him hitting the craggy rocks, and she closed her eyes to blot out the grisly images the sound conjured up. She just hoped he went all the way down to the foot of the cliffs and into the sea. She crept on her hands and knees to the edge, shone the torch and peered over. He lay on the rocks at the bottom of the cliff, his body small in the distance, the waves crashing in against him. She dared not look at his face, but watched for a second as the waves became deeper, and she hoped that very soon they would carry him off. She pulled herself onto all fours and crawled away, then got into her car and drove fast back to her house. When she got inside, she ran to the toilet and threw up, kneeling on the floor with her hands clasped around the toilet bowl. It was over. For now.

			 

			Elizabeth stirred in the grey morning light and opened one eye. Her head was thumping, her neck stiff, and every muscle in her body ached. She wasn’t even sure if she could get out of bed. She checked the clock at her bedside. She had been asleep for around two hours, but it was not sleep, just the turmoil of nightmares and terrors after having finally collapsed with exhaustion. She pushed through her pain and eased herself to a sitting position, massaging the back of her neck and her head. Then she fell back on the pillows, her head tight as she tried to get some kind of perspective on what she had done last night, how she would find a way through it. She told herself she might never have to worry about it because by now his body would be long gone, carried away by the waves, and if he ever did wash up, it might be far away and there would only be what was left of him.

			
			

			When she’d come home after throwing him over the cliff, she had cleaned the whole house of any evidence that anyone other than herself had been here. She’d washed the bedding, the glasses; cleaned the floor, sanitised the kitchen. Then she’d gone to the barn and washed down the jack she’d used to raise him into the boot of her car. There was nothing left to do. All she had to do now was convince herself that none of it had happened.

			She’d taken his passport out of his jacket pocket. Who was he? His name was there, a citizen of Russia, the passport stated. She remembered the USB stick she’d taken out of his pocket earlier, and how she had slept with it under her pillow as she’d been too tired and frazzled to look at it. Then she scrolled through his mobile phone, messages in Russian, before going into his contacts list. To her horror she found her husband’s mobile number. She recognised it straight away. But the name alongside it was not his.

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Six weeks later

			I was wrapping up a call with a woman who wanted me to uncover the truth as to why her mother had been found dead on a Spanish beach. I had listened to her story, and it was all over the place as she rattled it out at a hundred miles an hour, breathless and sounding overwhelmed by the whole ordeal. I wanted her to calm down and give me a step-­by-­step account of what she knew, but that was not going to happen, not right now anyway. I told her it would be best to come and see me in my office where we could go through everything she knew about her mother, an ex-­pat in her early sixties living on the Costa del Sol, who had gone for dinner one evening and never come home.

			‘I just know she’s been murdered,’ the frantic woman said, her voice cracking with emotion. ‘I know it in my heart. She was found on the beach with a head injury, her clothes soaking wet. That’s just not my mum. She would never go onto a beach at night. Never. Somebody knows something.’

			It’s always hard to find the words to console someone when they’ve lost a loved one in circumstances that rouse suspicion. Even if there is a genuine explanation and it is obvious that there was no foul play involved, they don’t want to believe it, so lost are they in their shock and heartbreak from the sudden and tragic loss. Sometimes it looks as black as they paint it, and I can see why people cling to the notion that a third party is responsible. I’d seen it before, whether it was a teenager who inexplicably walked into the sea, or a stag weekend where the groom simply disappeared only to be found weeks later at the bottom of a river in the Czech Republic. There were no answers. Somebody must have done it. No way would the grief-­stricken families want to accept a drunken stumble or even that the person was desperate, trapped and depressed, and took their own life.

			
			

			So here I was, listening to this sad woman having to face an ordeal that would shape the rest of her life. I knew what that felt like. I’d been there, even if I was so very young when my father jumped off a bridge in Glasgow into the River Clyde. There was no way I could reason with her now, so I suggested she find a time when she could come and see me.

			I hung up the phone and sat back on the leather rocker in my office three floors up in the heart of Glasgow city centre. From here I can see life as it unfolds on the streets below, from the apparently homeless Romanian man wrapped in a sleeping bag who turns up to the same spot each day, to the upwardly mobile young thrusters striding to and from their offices, headed for coffee shops, bars or rushing to get in and out of the city. On days like this, when I’m a little tired, I can lose myself in the scenes below, imagining their lives, what stories they have to tell.

			The door to my office opened and Millie stuck her head around.

			‘That girl just phoned back, Billie,’ she said. ‘Wants to see you tomorrow. You’re clear in the diary.’

			
			

			I turned my chair around to face her.

			‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I will have to see her anyway to decide whether I take her case. She sounded really agitated.’

			‘I know,’ she replied. ‘She called just before you arrived earlier, told me about her mother dead in Spain. Convinced someone is involved in her death. I just let her talk and told her you’d be in shortly.’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘She’s frantic – in that way where she doesn’t want to hear any probable explanation. Poor girl.’ I sighed. ‘I’ll make my mind up once I see her.’

			Millie stood a moment longer.

			‘How was your weekend?’ she asked, giving me a knowing smile.

			I know Millie so well. She’s much more than the front of house lady I hired when I started this private investigator business over two years ago. She’s become a rock in my life when it was well short of stable, when I waded through misery every day in search of my toddler son Lucas, snatched away from me by his father and taken to America. It’s only a few months since I finally found him, but for a very long time before that, when I had to dig deep to stay in any kind of game, Millie was always there for me. And now, since I brought Lucas home to my Glasgow flat and so much has changed in my life, Millie is there like the mother I lost far too soon. Lucas loves her and I do too.

			‘It was really great,’ I said, sipping my coffee. ‘Lucas had a terrific time and was buzzing so much all the way home last night I thought I’d never get him into bed. But when he did go, he collapsed and was asleep in five minutes.’

			I knew Millie would also be wondering how it went with Scanlon, my friend for years since we were young cops together at police training college. Like Millie, he had picked me up from the darkest places in recent years, and although I was always determined that we had to be friends and nothing more, it had strayed further than that. I wouldn’t say I regretted it, because I didn’t. But I’d moved into territory I wasn’t used to, and I was still treading very carefully. I smiled to Millie.

			
			

			‘And yes,’ I said, knowing she was waiting. ‘Scanlon was on top form. He’s so good with Lucas and they’re great together. We had a laugh, some lovely food, and it was the best weekend I’ve had in a very long time.’

			She raised her eyebrows enthusiastically.

			‘Glad to hear it.’

			There was a call coming in on her desk, and she turned and left.

			I thought for a moment about the weekend with Scanlon and Lucas. We’d stayed in a small apartment overlooking the seafront, eaten terrific food, and snuggled up on the couch, all three of us watching a movie after going out for pizza. It was a proper family outing like normal people have, but I’ve never experienced that before because of the way my life had been in recent years, so I wasn’t really sure if I was doing everything right. We stayed up after Lucas went to bed and once he was asleep we cosied up together in the bedroom next door and made love and everything seemed just about as good as it gets. Even if there was always this niggling doubt that I had to watch my step because this kind of thing wasn’t supposed to happen for me. Or was it?

			My phone buzzed.

			‘Woman on the line, Billie. She doesn’t want to say what it’s about but wants to talk to you.’

			I blew out a sigh and shrugged. Good start, I thought.

			‘Okay, Millie. Stick her through.’

			I let the phone ring twice, then picked it up.

			
			

			‘This is Billie Carlson,’ I said. ‘How can I help?’

			I heard her take a breath.

			‘I would like to meet with you, if possible. As soon as possible.’

			The voice sounded clipped, posh.

			‘Can you tell me what it’s about?’

			Silence.

			‘Not on the phone, I’m afraid. I mean, anyone could be listening.’

			Here we go, I thought. For all the sad cases that rocked up to the half frosted-­glass, half wooden door in my office, most of them were genuine cases who’d come to me as a last resort. I wouldn’t want to glamorise my job because it is far from glamorous. Many of my clients are betrayed spouses, business partners who have been cheated and robbed, and occasionally some desperate girl or man in search of help when they have nowhere else to go. But now and again, there are nutters who are up to their eyes in paranoia, and little by little I have learned to let them down and tell them I can’t help them.

			‘I don’t really see people without an appointment,’ I said. ‘And then it is normally in my office.’ I paused. ‘I’ve had a couple of dodgy encounters with people outside of my office, if you get my drift.’

			I waited, sensing her turning over her options.

			‘I understand. Look, I’m not a threat to you or anything. I’ve got a problem. I can’t discuss it on the phone.’

			I didn’t reply, waiting for more information. Eventually she spoke.

			‘My . . . er . . . Billie . . . I knew your family. Your father – Anders Carlson.’

			The words – his name – hit me like an explosion, and for a moment I wasn’t sure if I’d heard her correctly. I hadn’t heard anyone say my father’s name for over twenty years.

			
			

			‘What?’ I asked, incredulous.

			‘Sorry. My husband. He worked alongside your father in the university. Years ago, of course.’

			Still my mind lurched, my heart suddenly racing, a flush of heat creeping up my chest. So few people had ever spoken about my father since the day he was buried and I’d stood there in the rain, a lost, bewildered twelve-­year-­old girl, clutching my weeping mother’s hand, wondering what my life would be now that he was gone.

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER THREE

			Now and again, someone walks into my office and within fifteen minutes of listening to them, I know that even if it sounds like the ramblings of the desperate, they’re a hundred per cent right. Proving it and getting a conclusion is another matter. Most of the time I tell people straight up that I hear what they’re saying, and I sympathise with them, but I lay it on the line that they will probably get nowhere in their quest for the truth.

			As I listened to Gina Evans tell me about her mother, Cathy, who died in Spain, I couldn’t help feeling she was on a mission that would haunt her for the rest of her life, but one that would most likely never find any closure. But as she told the story there were tiny shafts of light that a good investigator might be able to drag out to get to the truth. And on top of that, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her as she sniffed and poured out her heart, her face flushed and tired with the look of a woman who hadn’t seen six hours’ sleep in a while. So far, she had told me that the Spanish police – the Guardia Civil – on the Costa del Sol had had the case wrapped up by the time she flew over to Malaga, within forty-­eight hours of her mother’s body being found on the beach in the popular Brit tourist town of Fuengirola.

			
			

			‘They didn’t give a damn,’ she said. ‘They more or less dismissed me and said she had a lot of alcohol in her system and had most likely wandered onto the beach and just died. But she had a head injury. There was blood on her hair and at the back of her head. Somebody must have done that.’

			‘What about the autopsy report?’ I asked. ‘Did you see it?’

			‘Yes. It said the cause of death was cardiac arrest. That there were drugs and alcohol in her system. They said the head injury might have been caused by a fall.’ She shook her head. ‘Drugs? My mum would never in a million years have taken drugs. She wouldn’t even have known where to start. Sure, she liked a drink – sometimes maybe a bit too much. She could be silly sometimes with drink. But drugs? No way. And I don’t believe she fell.’

			I looked at her, tried to choose my words carefully.

			‘Gina, what do you mean by “silly”?’ I asked. ‘Do you mean your mother sometimes made bad judgement calls on a night out that could lead her into danger, maybe by getting into the wrong company?’

			It had to be said and I could see by the look on her face that she was recalling things from her mother’s past. She spread her hands.

			‘Look,’ she said. ‘My mum had a hard life. She brought me up in an abusive marriage until my dad died eight years ago. It was only then that she began to live, and I was glad that she did, because she’d had a horrendous time for so long. My dad was a drunk and could be brutal to her, and I grew up with bad memories that I’m still dealing with. But she deserved some happiness. She was in her early sixties and had started to go to Spain three years ago, and it was perfect for her. She was enjoying herself. She’d made friends with ex-­pats out there and took three or four trips a year, sometimes renting an apartment for two months at a time in the winter. Then she got a long-­term rental and stayed. I was happy for her.’

			
			

			She was telling me of her mother’s life, but she wasn’t telling me enough.

			‘But you said she could sometimes make decisions that ­weren’t all that good. What do you mean?’ I asked.

			She hesitated a moment, then pushed out a sigh.

			‘She got involved with a guy a couple of years ago. He was from Liverpool. I saw pictures of him. Good-­looking, in his forties. And she seemed to be having a good time with him. I mean, it’s her life. I didn’t want to ask too much. If she was happy, I was happy.’ She paused. ‘But then it all ended in tears. She’d loaned him money – quite a lot of money for her, about four grand – and that was the last she saw of him. He disappeared. So, she got her fingers well burned there. And to be honest, I think that was all because she was swept up in the life, maybe having too much to drink, and making rash decisions. She would never have done that a few years ago. But I think she was enjoying being taken out, wined and dined by this guy and made to feel like a woman again. When she told me about it, she vowed she would never get involved with anyone again, and she would be more careful about the company she kept. This was over a year ago, and since then she’s been fine. Until now.’ She stopped, swallowing her emotion.

			We sat for a while not saying anything, Gina blinking back tears, looking beyond me out of the window into the street, then back at me, waiting, hoping for an answer. I’d heard stories like this before, sat opposite heartbroken parents whose son never came home from a stag weekend in Spain, or whose daughter had died in a fall from a balcony in one of those high-­rise hotels in Benidorm. You never could get to the bottom of what actually happened, and Spanish police were always quick to get the case wrapped up and the body sent home, writing it off as an accident where alcohol played a huge part. Brits dying abroad in mysterious circumstances was not good for tourism, and the object was to have the case done and dusted before anyone started with the lawsuits.

			
			

			I’d seen it before as a police detective when I was sent to Spain after a twenty-­year-­old lad died in a street brawl with rival football fans. Nobody saw enough to make a statement to us or the Guardia Civil. But this was the Costa del Sol, and among the tourists and party weekenders, there lurked a vicious underworld controlled by ex-­pat Brits and Irish cocaine kings who ran their empires, and grassing anyone up would be a death wish. But from that trip I’d been on with my detective sergeant, we had made good contacts within the Guardia Civil, and also a local fixer with his ear to the ground and a wealth of connections, most of them on the other side of the law. It might be worth a punt, I was thinking. But these days, my life was different. I had Lucas to think about. And traipsing over to Spain without him was not something on my agenda. I took a breath and explained this to Gina and could see the crestfallen look on her face.

			‘I can understand,’ she said. ‘But is there any way you could take my mother’s case forward?’ Her voice sounded pleading.

			After a moment of considering, I spoke.

			‘What I can do, Gina, is I have some contacts on the Costa del Sol, people who will be closer to the case than most, so I can ask one of my friends there if he can make some discreet enquiries. I’m not promising anything by any means, but if they can come up with something that is worth going over there for, then I can look at that. How does that sound?’

			She nodded, brightening.

			
			

			‘I’ll pay you whatever your daily rate is,’ she said. ‘And if you do go over there, I can pay your expenses.’

			I put my hand up.

			‘Well. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. I’ll take your case as far as I can, and we can talk money in due course. But first I need to contact my source over there and get him to do some digging.’

			I pushed my chair back. The meeting was over. I was concerned that I’d taken on something that I wouldn’t be able to really run at. But I know what it feels like to have nowhere else to go, and to need someone to fight your corner. She stood up and stretched her hand across my desk.

			‘Thank you so much. I’ll email you everything I have: all the details from the Guardia Civil officers and the police report and autopsy report. I’ll do it this afternoon.’

			‘Great,’ I said. I raised my eyebrows. ‘But Gina. Please. Don’t go getting your hopes up at this stage. There’s a long way to go.’

			‘I know,’ she said, smiling for the first time, then she turned towards the door.

			When she left, I let out a long sigh. I knew she’d only heard what she wanted to hear, that someone was taking on her case, that someone would tell her that her mother did not stumble full of drink and drugs onto a beach to die alone. Nobody ever wants to believe stuff like that.

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER FOUR

			The mystery woman who wouldn’t give her name yesterday called again around midday as I was scrolling through online newspaper clips about Cathy Evans’ death in Spain. It had been front-­page material the first few days after she’d been discovered, but like everything else, the news agenda moves on. And in the absence of anything juicy to add to the story, Cathy Evans had become just another Brit abroad who had died in unexplained circumstances. Millie was downstairs picking up sandwiches for lunch, so I took the call myself in my office.

			‘Billie Carlson Investigations.’

			Silence, and I waited rather than repeat myself.

			‘I called yesterday,’ she said. ‘We spoke briefly.’

			I recognised her voice straight away. In fact, her clipped tones had rattled around in my head most of last night after I’d put Lucas to bed and lay in my bath, the brief conversation we’d had unleashing a raft of memories. I knew if I even started to go down that road, I’d never get any sleep.

			‘Who is it, please?’ I knew who it was, but I wanted it to come from her.

			‘My name is Elizabeth Fletcher. Could we meet as soon as possible?’

			
			

			The name rang no bells, not that I’d have expected it to. Many of my childhood memories had faded, and though I recalled my parents sometimes having people at our home for dinner, I never knew who they were. It didn’t matter. They were grown-­ups with conversations that didn’t interest me, and when they did have people over, I would have spent most of the time watching television in another room or reading a book.

			‘Elizabeth,’ I said, ‘can you give me an idea what it is you would like to see me about? It’s important that I know some brief details.’

			Nothing. Then she cleared her throat and spoke.

			‘I’m in trouble.’

			I gave it a second to sink in.

			‘What kind of trouble?’ I asked.

			‘I . . . It’s not something I want to talk about on the phone. Can we meet? Away from your office?’

			‘Elizabeth,’ I began. ‘I’m sorry, but you must understand that I need to at least have some details before I agree to meet you, or anyone else, in any circumstances.’

			I heard her breathing, then after a moment she spoke.

			‘You may have seen the police investigation into the body washed up on the rocks near Portpatrick?’

			I had indeed. Around a month ago, it was in all the newspapers, about the mystery man discovered by fishermen off the coastal town of Portpatrick in the heart of Dumfries and Galloway. I recalled that they thought the man was in his late thirties and that nobody had come forward to claim him. The police investigation into the body had found a gaping head injury but suggested it could have been caused by washing against rocks. Police were around the area but because there was no immediate ID, there was nothing to go on. Portpatrick was a quiet town, busy in the summer, but in the spring there were not too many visitors. One hotelier had given a name, saying a man fitting the description cops had issued had come into the village and booked to stay overnight but hadn’t turned up. And the name was untraceable, foreign, possibly Eastern European. Police enquiries around the village asking if anyone remembered the man had drawn a blank. It was one of these stories that interested me, because of the mystery, but that was about it. Who knew these days – he could have been a drugs gangster dumped by his cronies, anything like that, or just someone who had run out of luck.

			
			

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I do remember. Has this got something to do with you?’

			I waited a long time for an answer.

			‘I’m afraid it has,’ she eventually said.

			My mind was full of questions now, too many to ask here. And, really, the main question I wanted to ask was how she knew my parents. It was that more than the intrigue of a mystery man that made my decision.

			‘Okay, Elizabeth. Where are you?’

			‘I’m at my house down the coast. In Portpatrick.’

			‘I see,’ I said, even more intrigued now. ‘Are you able to come to Glasgow?’

			I didn’t have the time or inclination to drive two hours for a meeting, and with Lucas to pick up mid-­afternoon, it was too tight.

			She seemed to hesitate, then answered.

			‘Yes. I could. I don’t live here all the time. It’s a holiday cottage. I live mostly in London . . . and Berlin, you know. I’m abroad a lot of the time.’

			Whoever she is, she’s not poor, I was thinking. A holiday cottage on the Scottish coast as well as living in London and Berlin. I was even more fascinated.

			
			

			‘When do you think you’d be able to come to Glasgow?’ I asked.

			‘This afternoon? I could leave now and be there within a couple of hours, maybe a bit longer.’

			I checked my watch automatically. I could ask Millie if she would pick up Lucas and take him to my house if need be. She was always pleased when she got to spend some time with him.

			‘That’s good for me. If you call me when you’re in Glasgow, then we can arrange to meet.’

			She took a moment to answer then spoke.

			‘Actually, if I’m coming to Glasgow, I’ll book into the Hilton. Too long a journey to come up and go back. We could meet there.’

			‘Perfect,’ I said, picturing a woman of some means and determination, wondering what her involvement was with this mystery dead man.

			 

			It turned out she wasn’t going to be in Glasgow until nearer four in the afternoon, so I had time to pick up Lucas from nursery. I was glad, because even though Lucas loved it when Millie picked him up, I wanted to keep his life as even and as simple as possible so that he was with me every hour of every day that I could manage. It had only been a few months since I’d brought him back from the USA, after a tortuous hunt lasting more than eighteen months, because my husband snatched him away from me without warning. Sometimes that hell seemed like a long time ago, as though the nightmare was something rooted in my past, and who I was now – happier, calmer – was completely different from who I had been then. I promised myself almost every day that I would never, ever take having Lucas for granted again. And I wouldn’t.

			He was thrilled when I went to the door of the nursery as the kids stampeded out and he ran into my arms. I will never get tired of moments like this. I explained to him as he skipped along, clutching my hand, that Millie was in the car and we were going to our flat and she would make him something to eat in case I was a couple of hours, as I was working late. I seldom did this, as I liked my nights to be spent with him, and often these days with him and Scanlon, which had become the new equation in my life. But even if I worried about it, Lucas was always completely unfazed. Whatever happened to him in the USA I might never know, and I didn’t think I wanted to, but he was a resilient, incredibly tough little dude who had been passed from pillar to post over there. He was an adorable little boy.

			
			

			Millie helped strap him into the back seat and we headed for the flat. I went in along with them and took something out of the fridge I’d taken from the freezer this morning. Lasagne, shop bought, but it was a favourite. And I told her there was garlic bread. I changed him out of his nursery kit of white polo shirt and blue sweatshirt and made sure he was settled, and once he was happily ensconced in the living room with the TV on, my mobile rang.

			‘I’m just pulling into the Hilton now,’ said the voice of Elizabeth Fletcher.

			‘Great. I’ll be there in around fifteen minutes.’

			‘Thank you.’

			She hung up.

			 

			I stepped into the marble-­tiled foyer of the Hilton through the revolving door, taking in the warmth and anonymity of the hotel. Apart from a couple of men checking in at reception, the place was deserted and the cocktail bar off the main area was empty except for the barman in his navy waistcoat behind the bar, polishing glasses to keep busy. As one of the biggest hotels in the city, no doubt it would be busy in the next couple of hours with overnight hotel guests or stragglers from lunch elsewhere arriving. Hotels like this had a million stories, from the corridors of the rooms to the bars and restaurants, and for a moment I thought how lovely it would be to just pitch up at the bar, order a large gin and tonic and chill out for an hour before an exquisite dinner here. I’d been here. Many times, and it was always good. But not today. Today was about Elizabeth Fletcher.

			
			

			Who was this woman, this voice on the phone whose words ‘I knew your father’ were echoing again and again in my head? What would she tell me today about this friendship? Did I dare to ask in case I would hear something I didn’t want to hear? In case something would distort the image I had cherished of my loving father and mother and the times we used to have before it was all taken away one winter’s night?

			I took a seat on a small sofa opposite the fake fire, and when the barman looked across at me, I ordered some tea. I was thinking about sending Elizabeth a text to tell her where I was when I was suddenly conscious of a tall, slender woman at the entrance to the bar. Bathed in the soft light, she looked quite striking. She stood for a moment then caught my eye and walked across.

			‘Billie?’

			‘Yes.’ I stood up and stretched my hand and she shook it in her long, cold fingers.

			‘Thanks for seeing me at such short notice.’

			‘No problem. Thanks for coming all the way up.’

			I offered her a drink and she asked for a gin and tonic. Long drive, I thought, or maybe she needed it before she could impart what had brought her to this moment. The barman, eavesdropping, nodded when I looked at him and he prepared her drink, the clinking of the ice hitting the glass the only sound in the bar. She sat down, long legs in trousers and soft leather ankle boots, slipping off her navy cashmere coat and pushing back her dark brown hair. I pitched her at early forties or fiftyish, well preserved and looked after with smart clothes, perfect make-­up and dark eyes that were watchful. But I could see the tiredness and something like shock or worry in them. The barman came over and set down a gin and tonic on the copper-­top table. She picked it up and took a decent swig, before taking a breath, her nostrils flaring slightly. I looked at her inquisitively.

			
			

			‘So,’ I said, spreading my hands. ‘Here I am. How can I help you?’

			I said it but I was thinking that if she really did have anything to do with a dead body on the rocks, then there wouldn’t be much I could do. But I couldn’t think of any other way to say it.

			She picked up her drink and took a small sip, but I had the feeling she could easily have downed the lot in one go. Her tongue darted out to lick her lips, and she took a breath and pushed it out, her head shaking a little.

			‘Well,’ she said. ‘Where to begin.’

			I watched and waited, said nothing. She looked at me, then at the fake flames.

			‘As I said to you, that man who was found on the rocks. I . . . I know him.’

			I raised my eyes, surprised.

			‘You know him?’

			‘Well. Not know him. But I . . . I was with him. Before.’ She swallowed. ‘Before he was found.’

			My heart skipped a beat, and even before she went any further, I had the feeling that it was the police she should be talking to.

			
			

			‘What do you mean, Elizabeth, by before? You mean days, weeks?’

			She sat for a moment, the fake crackling of the fake fire the only sound. I waited as she stared at the table, then she opened her mouth to speak, her brow knitted, her voice a whisper.

			‘He attacked me. He tried to strangle me.’

			She lowered the polo-­neck sweater, but there was nothing to see. Then she touched her face with her fingertips.

			‘He punched my face over and over again. The bruises are gone now. It was weeks ago.’

			Weeks ago. It was four weeks since the body was found. What was she telling me?

			‘Elizabeth,’ I said. ‘Whatever you are going to tell me, I can see it’s difficult for you. So, it might be better if you just start at the beginning. Tell me everything. How did you meet? When? What happened?’
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