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This work is dedicated to my son and daughter, AJ and Susie. They know how I feel about them, and always will, now and in the other place, wherever that is.









One


‘Bertie’s been twitchy for a few weeks now, every time we’ve walked past this thing . . . and we do, every day, sometimes twice, hail, rain or shine.’


Maisie Berry looked down at her dog. ‘We believe that the bad days are the price we pay for the good ones,’ she declared, philosophically. ‘Isn’t that right, Bertie?’ The spaniel grunted, as if it knew that confirmation was needed. ‘He’s been stopping, sniffing at it for a few days now,’ she continued, nodding towards the huge square white tent that covered the pavement and more than half the width of the blocked off cul-de-sac. ‘Yes, for at least a week, maybe more. My sense of smell isn’t anything like it used to be, but yesterday I detected something too. I put it down to a blocked drain at first, but it was pretty clear by this morning that was coming from this camper van thing. So I called the police, and . . .’ she shuddered. ‘Horrible,’ she said, shuddering. ‘Imagine, such a thing happening here.’


‘How long has the vehicle been here, Mrs Berry?’ Detective Sergeant John Stirling asked.


‘Miss Berry,’ she countered, a little sharply. ‘At least two months, I’d say, maybe more. We all woke up one morning in early July and it was there, parked most inconveniently, and with a wheel clamp on it too. At first, I think each of the residents assumed that it belonged to one of the others. Obviously, this being a new estate we don’t know each other very well, not yet, but gradually it became clear that nobody knew anything about it. After a couple of weeks one of the neighbours did call the police to complain, but basically he was brushed off. He was told that as it wasn’t in a restricted road, it was far enough away from the nearest house not to be blocking anyone’s access, and it hadn’t been reported as stolen, there was nothing they could do. But finally,’ she harrumphed, ‘when I called, again, this morning, and reported the alarming smell, a uniformed officer deigned to come along. He decided that he couldn’t force entry without permission so he called in someone else, a man in plain clothes. He arrived and took a sniff, went back to his car and produced a crowbar, prised the door open, went in and . . . Well, you know the rest.’


Stirling’s right eyebrow rose, momentarily. ‘Yes, I am the rest,’ he said.


‘How do you fit in alongside the other plain clothes officer?’ Miss Berry asked.


‘I’m from serious crimes, in Glasgow,’ the DS explained. ‘My team covers the west of Scotland. The other guy was a detective constable from area CID.’


She winced. ‘Serious Crimes. So there really is a dead person in there? Not that I had much doubt after the officer who went in came straight back out and was sick all over the grass.’


Stirling nodded. ‘I’m afraid so.’


‘Dead for how long?’


‘I’ve got no idea,’ he said. ‘I only stayed in there for a second or two, because the forensic team were working and the space was limited. Once they’ve completed their initial sweep, the body’ll be taken to the mortuary for examination.’


‘You must have some idea, surely.’


‘He’s new to this kind of work,’ a third voice advised, as its owner bore down on them. ‘Me on the other hand,’ she continued, ‘I’ve been to more of these events than are good for me, enough to know that at this stage there are too many variables for us to be guessing. My name’s Detective Chief Inspector Charlotte Mann,’ she volunteered. ‘I’m his boss.’


‘So this really is a crime?’ Maisie Berry asked. ‘A murder? Here in sunny Irvine?’


‘This is where I say “No further comment”, madam,’ Mann replied, ‘thank you for your help, and ask you to return home or to carry on walking your pal here.’


Miss Berry frowned at the large woman, noting the positivity of her stance, the resolve that showed in her eyes and last of all her bronzed complexion, unaided by make-up. Where did she get a tan like that given the weather in Scotland this month? she wondered, before deciding that it was best to accede with dignity to the DCI’s request. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘If there’s anything else you need . . .’ she added, with a gentle tug on Bertie’s lead as they went on their way.


‘She’s a piece of . . .’ Stirling murmured, as he watched her leave.


‘She’s a retired teacher,’ Mann declared. ‘Probably a headmistress, I’d say.’


‘You know her?’ the DS exclaimed, puzzled by her certainty.


‘No, but trust me. I’d bet your life on it.’


‘How do you work that out?’


She sighed, then raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m a bloody detective, John. I have these instincts. Plus, in her attitude and mannerisms she’s a dead ringer for my Auntie Annie. She was a primary head, and a right battle-axe, God rest her. She left a trail of terrified weans behind her in a forty year career. Back in the days when you could, she used to belt one every morning; boy or girl it didn’t matter. She said it made all the rest behave themselves.’


Stirling shuddered, then handed her a set of crime scene overalls, identical to his own, and held her rucksack as she struggled into them. ‘What’s in the thing?’ she asked as she tucked her hair into the tight fitting hood. ‘Is it Male? Female? Canine?’


‘Female,’ he replied. ‘That’s all the lead soco said . . . other than that she’s been dead for a while . . . which was painfully obvious in the few seconds that I was in there. I didn’t stay any longer than I had to, or get any closer than I needed.’ He winced forcefully. ‘The body’s absolutely mingin’, boss: you should wear a mask when you go in there.’


‘She, then,’ Mann continued. ‘Is there any obvious cause of death?’


‘None that the soco or I could see, but like I said, it’s a mess.’


She frowned. ‘Were you here when the vehicle was opened?’


‘No. A local CID guy opened it,’ her DS told her. ‘With a crowbar, so Miss Berry said. The bloke’s a veteran; he’s in his forties but still a detective constable. Not a deep thinker, without being too judgmental. Just like the old dear said, he went in, came back out, threw up, and called us. I stood him down when I got here . . . I had to, he had boak all over his jacket . . . but I told him we’ll likely need him and others later, for most likely this is going to turn into a major investigation.’


She threw Stirling an atypical grin. ‘A crowbar?’ she muttered. ‘Forensics must have loved that when they got here. Messing up their crime scene.’


‘It wasn’t a crime scene until DC Brown opened it,’ he pointed out. ‘Don’t be too hard on him.’


‘Can we say for sure that it is now?’ Mann wondered. ‘Until there’s been an autopsy, can we rule out sudden death by natural causes, or a suicide?’


‘Suicides aren’t usually found lashed to a chair with yards of gaffer tape . . . Gaffer. I was in there long enough to register that.’


‘I’ll grant you that one.’ She paused. ‘Even so, how come we were called in so quickly? From what you’re saying this was flagged as one for serious crimes as soon as the vehicle was opened. From what you’re saying DC Brown didn’t even refer back to his own office before pressing the panic button.’


Stirling beamed. ‘It wasn’t quite like that, but almost. Let’s just say that if the Scotland rugby team had passed the ball as quickly and efficiently as the buck was passed here, they’d have won the World Cup. This is a public holiday, right?’ Mann nodded. ‘So, when the uniform who turned out first phoned his sergeant’s mobile, he was told to, and I quote, fuck off and call someone else, because the sergeant was one, off duty and two, in the second hole of a golf tie. In the absence of that someone else, the PC, who’s now helping man the press exclusion zone that you’ll have passed through getting in here, called the CID office in Kilmarnock. They were short-handed too, so only Detective Constable Brown was sent to the scene. The rest you know, more or less. After the van had been opened and Brown had seen what he saw, he called his office, where his DS, the only other person there, was wise enough or cynical enough, depending on how you look at it, to tell him call us.’


Mann gazed at him. ‘And when you got the message, was there nobody else that you could have called, other than me?’ she murmured. ‘My man and I were halfway through putting the lunch together when you belled me. Plus,’ she intoned, ‘I was supposed to be off today. Like you said, it’s a public holiday.’


‘Boss,’ Stirling pleaded, ‘you know the answer to that. We’re short of a DI. I had to call you. But if you remember I didn’t ask you to turn out.’


She nodded, grudgingly. ‘I know, I’ll grant you that,’ she conceded. ‘I’m sounding like that sergeant, but at least I’m here. No, you did the right thing, John. ACC Stallings promised me someone six months ago then did eff all about it. Now that she’s out of the picture and Detective Superintendent Haddock’s effectively in charge of all the Serious Crimes teams, I’m hopeful we’ll have progress on that front. There was some talk of DI Singh being transferred to Glasgow when DI McClair comes back from maternity leave, but . . .’


‘I heard. There’s a problem with that?’


‘Two problems,’ Mann said. ‘The first, it’ll be six months before Noele’s back in action, and the second . . . big Tarvil’s none too keen on leaving Edinburgh. Normally you might say “tough on him, it’s a national force”, but he’s a bit of a folk hero these days, after he took down that bomber before he could atomise Sauce Haddock.’


‘Could DI McClair be transferred through instead when she comes back?’ the DS asked.


‘No chance. She’s a single parent, and as well as having the new baby, her boy’s halfway through primary school. She relies on her mother for support. It’s not just her they’d be moving, it would be her whole bloody family.’ She drew a long breath. ‘Bob Skinner was right all along, you know. He said loud and long that a national police service would never work in practice, and that cost savings were over-riding common sense, but the politicians . . . Skinner’s then wife among them, by the way . . . ignored him. He was a great cop, Big Bob, a, the, role model for the people who’re at the top now, McIlhenney, McGuire and Mackie. He taught them all. He’d have been great as the first chief but he stuck to his principles and walked away.’


‘He’s done all right out of doing that from what I’ve read,’ the DS observed. ‘Isn’t he the chair of an international media company now?’


‘Global, John,’ she said, ‘it’s global. He’ll likely be in the job for a while too; I heard from Sauce that he’s moving his family to Spain.’ She flexed her shoulders suddenly, rippling the tight-fitting tunic. ‘Come on then, back to business. Let’s take a look.’


The two detectives stepped into the huge tent, which was floodlit by four lamps on stands, one on each corner, all of them powered by a generator that was positioned outside. The area in which they stood was dominated by the vehicle but the putrescent odour emanating from it filled the space entirely. She had been warned to expect it, but she reacted nonetheless, slipping on a filtered mask. ‘Jesus,’ she whispered, her voice muffled. ‘You weren’t kidding about the smell.’ She looked at its source. ‘I wasn’t expecting the thing to be that big. It qualifies as a motor home, not just a bloody Dormobile. What is it? American? A Winnebago?’


‘No, it’s German,’ Stirling replied. ‘It’s called a Schlossneues, if that’s how you pronounce it. I didn’t do German at school. I checked it on my tablet; I couldn’t see the manufacturer’s name anywhere but I identified it using the logo on the back. Whatever you want to call it, it’s well over a hundred grand’s worth.’


‘RJ08WRJ.’ She read the registration plate, then glanced at Stirling, a question in her eyes.


‘I’ve checked, boss,’ he answered. ‘Inevitably, they’re stolen: according to the DVLA it’s a Renault Clio, belonging to a woman in Dumbarton. We’ll try to trace it through the chassis number, but it’s a left-hand drive vehicle. There’s a better than even chance it was first registered in Europe, rather than the UK.’


‘Get somebody on it anyway, John,’ the DCI instructed. ‘I’d better take a look inside. Is Professor Scott here yet?’


The DS frowned. ‘Who’s Professor Scott, boss?’


‘Ah sorry, you haven’t met him yet. He’s the lead pathologist: he took over from Graeme Bell a couple of years ago. He works out of the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Glasgow.’ She paused, reading hesitancy in his eyes. ‘You have called for a pathologist, haven’t you?’ she asked.


His brow furrowed. ‘Ah, er, no,’ he admitted. ‘I called out the Forensic team. Isn’t the pathologist part of that?’


Mann shook her head, briefly. ‘No, Graham’s a separate entity.’ She nodded. ‘His predecessor had the same name, but a different spelling, and he’s a very different personality. Is Doctor Bramley with the scientists? She’s head of the unit,’ she added, in further explanation.


‘Yes,’ Stirling said. ‘That is, I think so. The one who briefed me was female and the other two in the team are men. When they built the tent she seemed to be giving the orders.’


‘Where are they now?’


‘Back in their vehicle. They stopped work when they heard you were on the way; their boss thought you should see the scene as it was.’


‘Not all of them stopped, only the lads,’ a woman called out as she emerged from the motor home. ‘It got overwhelming with three of us in there so I stood them down for a while. That was the excuse I used; these macho types, they need to be handled carefully or their pride will get in the way.’ She stepped briskly down the two steps and on to the pavement. She was of medium height, fresh-faced, possibly a youthful forty; a dark curl had escaped her sterile hood. ‘Hi Lottie.’


‘Jenny,’ Mann responded, glancing once again at her DS. ‘John, this is Dr Bramley. Jenny, Detective Sergeant Stirling’.


The scientist smiled, apologetically. ‘My bad, John. I should have introduced myself properly when we got here, but I was in a hurry to get the enclosure built.’ She returned her gaze to Mann. ‘What about the pathologist? We can’t begin a proper sweep until he’s seen the body in situ.’


‘We’re about to call hm,’ the DCI advised. ‘John, I’ll flash you his number. Get in touch with him and brief him. You’ll probably make his day. The messier they are, the greater the challenge; that’s how Graham sees his job.’ She sighed. ‘Me, I’m the opposite, but I suppose we’d better take a look. Are you up for going back in, Sergeant?’


Stirling winced, as did Bramley. ‘Brace yourself, Lottie,’ she advised. ‘Most of the flies vacated the premises when the door was first opened, but there are still a fair few in there.’









Two


‘This is a lifetime first for me,’ Sir Robert Skinner confessed. ‘I’ve never had physiotherapy before. Lots of other stuff, but never physio.’


‘That’s no great surprise to me,’ Camilla Knorr said. ‘You’ve obviously lived an active life, and you still do from what you’ve told me. For a man of your age your muscle tone is excellent. What sort of training do you do?’


‘I work out regularly, on my home equipment and in our office gym in Spain. I run whenever I can find the time and the place. Running’s what I like best: or I did, before my right knee packed up on me.’


‘Don’t be daft, Sir Robert,’ the physiotherapist protested. ‘It hasn’t packed up. It’s a long way from doing that.’


‘Bob, please.’


‘Bob, then, and I’m Cammy. Your knee is basically okay; your kneecap is out of place, but I think that’s because your hips are a bit tight. I’m going to tape it back in the proper position, and give you some exercises that will help. Also, there’s a procedure that I can show you; it’s one that a partner can do for you. Do you have one?’


He nodded, grinning. ‘Yes I do, Sarah, but she prefers to be called a wife. She’ll love that, especially if it hurts.’


‘Does she have medical knowledge?’


‘Sure, she’s a doctor: actually she’s a pathologist. Having a living subject will be a pleasant change for her.’


‘Couldn’t be better; with her help we can sort this in no time.’


‘Does it mean I’m on the road to a hip replacement?’ Skinner asked.


‘Hell no!’ Knorr exclaimed, laughing. ‘I can’t see twenty years into the future, but at the moment there’s no reason to expect that. Mind you it would be handy to know why this has suddenly occurred. Remind me, when did you become aware of it?’


‘Last week, at home when I was going upstairs. Until then it was fine.’


‘Mmm, I see. Tell me: we know your exercise programme is good; have you had any lifestyle changes? For example a new office chair? A new chair at home?’


‘Nope,’ he replied, firmly.


‘Car?’


‘No. I haven’t changed lately, in Scotland or in Spain. The fact is I don’t drive a lot these days. I take a taxi to Edinburgh Airport, and I’m picked up at Girona.’


‘You fly a lot?’


‘Every week; there and back again.’


‘Do you travel Economy or Business class?’


Skinner’s smile hinted at embarrassment. ‘We have a company jet,’ he confessed.


‘Wow!’ Cammy Knorr exclaimed. ‘Big time indeed.’


‘It’s not that glamorous,’ he assured her. ‘It’s a Cessna Citation. Bigger than a Lear Jet but still I can’t stand fully upright in it.’


‘And the flight is how long?’ she asked.


He frowned. ‘That depends on wind direction, whether it’s a tail wind or against us, but on average two and a half hours is probably a fair guess.’


‘Is the seat comfortable?’


‘Very.’


‘Still, I think that might be the root cause of your problem.’


‘What can I do about it?’


‘Get a bigger jet?’ She paused, smiling. ‘Or failing that,’ she continued, ‘double down on the exercise programme and the hip manipulation. Or failing that . . . go back to your old job. I’m sure they would have you in some capacity.’


It was Skinner’s turn to laugh out loud. ‘I miss it,’ he admitted, ‘but nowhere near that much.’









Three


Lottie Mann ensured that her mask was firmly in place, before stepping up and into the motor home. Although she had prepared herself mentally for what she would encounter she flinched nonetheless as she entered the space. The stench that greeted her in the tent was even more intense. Behind her she heard Stirling retch, then swear, softly.


All of the vehicle’s windows had been blacked out. Its blinds had been reinforced with plastic sheeting taped over each one, but the lighting that Bramley’s team had set up inside flooded the scene, leaving nothing in shadow.


The body was seated in a faux-leather armchair, on a swivel base, beside a rectangular table that took up half of the width of the van. As the detective sergeant had said, it was held in place by broad brown tape wound round the arms and legs and securing it firmly in the seat. It appeared to be female, but from its attire alone, a long-sleeved blouse that might have once been pink, and black leggings. The head was covered by a plastic Tesco supermarket bag, lashed around the neck with the same brown tape, making it airtight beyond doubt.


‘Fuck!’ Stirling whispered.


‘Couldn’t have put it better myself,’ his senior colleague affirmed.


The chair and the carpet beneath it were stained, as was the clothing of the corpse. ‘What . . ?’ the DS began.


‘Body fluids,’ Mann murmured, ‘waste and God knows what else. The body gets bloated, gases build up, organs liquify. The old dear was right; I’d say she’s been here for at least a couple of months.’


‘She looks quite chunky: it must have been quite a task, lashing her into that chair.’


‘Like I said, John, a body gets bloated as it decays. Let’s make no assumptions. We’ll wait for the post-mortem examination to give us facts.’ The DCI shuddered. ‘Come on, let’s get tae fuck out of here. There’s nothing useful we can do other than acquire memories that’ll stay with us until we’re in the same state as that one there. Go on, move it. Let’s get some fresh air before we boak like that DC Brown did earlier.’


Stirling led the retreat from the awful place, down the steps, through the tented enclosure and into the street outside. Bramley and her colleagues were waiting there; one of the two men was vaping. ‘Not a regular habit,’ he told the detectives, ‘but I find that it helps at a locus like this one.’


‘Can I stand close to you and breathe some in?’ the DS asked.


‘No time for that,’ Mann told him. ‘We’ve got work to do. We need to get door to door enquiries in place. I want every household interviewed, every resident, in this cul-de-sac and beyond. Someone might have seen the vehicle being dumped here; with a bit of luck they might have seen who did the dumping. I’ll get that under way. I’ll want DC Brown, the one you stood down, and his DS, back here, and as many uniforms as we can round up.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Where’s that PC? Ask him the name of that sergeant who’s in the middle of his golf tie. He’s getting pulled off the course right now.’ She grinned, momentarily. ‘While I’m doing that, John, you contact the manufacturer of this thing . . . what did you say it’s called?’


‘Schlossneues.’


‘Indeed? Newcastle in English.’


Stirling looked at her, surprise in his eyes. ‘You speak German, boss?’


‘Why shouldn’t I?’ she retorted, fiercely . . . then grinned. ‘I don’t, not really. When I was at high school, we’d a young German supply teacher. He and I had a brief but passionate affair, and I picked up a few words, “Schlossneues Braunbier” being two of them, that being Newcastle Brown Ale in German, or so he said.’


‘Maybe it’s you should call the company, gaffer,’ the DS suggested.


‘Hell no. For all I know Dietmar might answer the phone, such being fate. The headmaster saw us in the pub; Dietmar got the sack and I got . . .’ Her eyes went somewhere else for a few seconds. ‘Come to think of it, I didn’t get anything. I was quizzed by the guidance teacher about our relationship, but I was sixteen going on seventeen at the time, so I told her to fuck right off. She did.’ She paused, coming back to the present. ‘No, you go ahead and contact them yourself, John. I don’t need you here; we’re only half an hour from the office so get back there, where you’ve got a desk and a proper internet connection. When you speak to the manufacturers, ask where we’ll find the chassis number on the vehicle; with that we can track down the registered owner through the DVLA.’


‘Will do, Boss, but whoever that is, they’re hardly likely to have dumped a body in their own van, are they?’


Mann laughed, softly. ‘Assumptions, John. What do I keep telling you about making assumptions?’









Four


‘Could you?’ Sarah asked. ‘If you wanted to, that is? Go back to policing?’


Bob grinned back at her across the table. ‘Technically, I never left. Maggie Steele gave me a special constable warrant card, remember. I still have it. However, I was never a fan of pounding the beat; not even in my most sentimental moments would I ever want to go back to that. My first day as a detective constable was one of the happiest of my career. And another was the day I made chief constable. Since Neil McIlhenney’s in the chief constable’s chair, and will be until he retires, going back at the top doesn’t appear to be a possibility.’


‘The very fact that you’ve told me about your physio’s remark has to mean that you’ve thought about it,’ she asserted.


‘No,’ he countered. ‘It means that occasionally I miss my old job, that’s all. Keeping the streets safe, keeping the traffic flowing, catching the bad people, yes, it gave me a buzz. But the higher up the command chain that I climbed the more that buzz was diluted. The job I’m in now, executive chair of the InterMedia group, I’m right at the top of the command chain there too, not of a geographical region in Scotland, but of an international media company. I’m making operational decisions every day and I have input on policy at the highest level. The only things that I take to Xavi Aislado, as owner of the group, are matters that affect its future development, like the expansion into the US that we’re planning with our Spanish cable news operation. I love it, and they pay me a fucking fortune to do it all. No way am I going to give that up, not until Xavi’s ready to come back. So,’ he continued, smiling, ‘that leaves Cammy’s other two suggestions for sorting my knee problem. A bigger jet is not undoable, given the US thing, but I’m not going to be the one to propose it. So I’ll go for the cheapest option, manipulation of my hips, that’s if you’re prepared to help.’


She looked at him over her glass. ‘I’ve manipulated most of the rest of you over the years, so why not? When’s she going to show us what to do?’


‘She’s sending me a video link.’


‘Okay.’ She set the glass down in the table. ‘By the way, what did you think of James Andrew’s reaction when we told him and Seonaid that we’re proposing to move to Spain? Do you think he only said “Yes” because he knew that’s what we wanted to hear?’


‘He didn’t say “Yes”, my love. He said “Magic”. And he meant it. Jazz doesn’t do diplomacy: he’s started to think about his future, and he knows it isn’t in Gullane. You have to be aware of that.’


‘I’m only too well aware,’ she admitted. ‘And of his career plans. Hopefully he’ll grow out of all that. It was bad enough being a cop’s wife. Being a soldier’s mum, that would be a whole different level of anxiety.’


Bob frowned, pausing as their waiter removed the dessert plates. ‘I won’t be any different,’ he confessed. ‘I’ll worry as much as you. But you know as well as I do that he isn’t going to grow out of it. The opposite’s happening: he’s growing into it, if anything.’


‘Couldn’t you talk him out of it?’


‘Maybe I could; I don’t know. But, would I talk him out of it? No, I couldn’t be that selfish. My dad wanted me to be something nice and safe, a provincial family lawyer like him. He always felt that he lost my brother Michael to the military . . . although in reality he lost him to alcohol.’


‘And to PTSD possibly?’ Sarah whispered.


‘That’s what my dad thought, but I never believed it. In all his time in the army Michael never saw combat. He served in Northern Ireland for six months, but never in a high risk area, always in a background role. Anyway, he was on the piss well before that.’ He shrugged. ‘Whatever . . . my father wanted me to go into his legal practice. When I said “No” after I left university, and told him that I was joining the police, I knew he was disappointed, but I admired him for never trying to talk me out of it. There are many doors to other careers that I could open for Jazz, but I won’t, not unless he asks me.’ He sighed, leaning back to allow the waiter to serve coffee. ‘Who knows?’ he pondered. ‘Maybe a few years in Spain will make him see the future differently . . . but don’t hold your breath.’


‘How about his big sister?’ she mused. ‘She’s always adored him. How does she feel about his joining the army, do you think?’


‘Alex? We haven’t talked about it, but she probably feels the same as me: apprehensive but stoic. Anyway, Alex is very focused on her own life at the moment.’


‘How do you feel about that?’


He gazed back at her. ‘First and foremost, I have always wanted my oldest daughter to be happy. She is; she’s happier and more content than I’ve ever seen her. And as for my friend Dominic, he seems to be the same. I tell you, love, my fingers have never been so tightly crossed for the pair of them.’


‘Will they marry, do you think?’ Sarah asked.


Bob blinked. ‘Honestly, I’ve never thought about that,’ he confessed. ‘She’s got a lot of her mother in her . . . not all of her, thank God . . . so she’s a traditionalist at heart but . . .’ He stopped in mid-sentence, reflecting. ‘She isn’t wearing a ring, third finger left hand. Remember, when she was with Andy Martin, the first time, they were engaged. But if you think back, you’ll recall that she never once talked about them actually getting married. So in answer to your question, Sarah my love, I just don’t know.’


‘Babies?’ she suggested. ‘What if Dominic wants them?’


He shook his head. ‘No,’ he replied firmly.


‘Why so sure?’


‘Have you ever heard him talk about his past life, when he was Lennie Plenderleith, before he went to prison, earned his psychology degree and his doctorate, and adopted a new identity?’


‘No,’ Sarah admitted. ‘No, I haven’t.’


‘Exactly. Can you imagine him trying to explain all that to his children? Or alternatively the pressure on him and Alex of trying to keep the secret in the years to come?’


‘Maybe not,’ she conceded. ‘Changing the subject: how about your oldest son? How do you feel about him and his evolving relationship?’


‘Ignacio and Pilar? Likewise, I couldn’t be happier for them. I would say their relationship’s evolved. They’ve both finished their chemistry degrees. Neither has any idea what they want to do with them, but they have all the time in the world to make their minds up. Meantime, Nacho’s having a ball working on his mother’s radio station.’ Skinner looked up, as the waiter passed by. ‘Angelo, could I have a nightcap?’ he asked. ‘Port, if you have it. We have twenty minutes until the taxi arrives.’ He glanced at his wife. ‘Sarah?’


‘No, I’m good. Might they decide to live in Spain, do you think?’ she continued. ‘Pilar might like to be closer to her parents in Madrid.’


‘She might,’ he agreed. ‘Her prospective mother-in-law might not be too keen on that though. Mia got up to some very dodgy stuff while she was raising my secret son over there, and she’s never been back since they left. It’s maybe as well that Pilar’s dad, Señor Sanchez is a banker, and not a cop.’


‘How about her mother? She might be one, for all you know.’


‘Señora Hoverstad? She isn’t. She works in advertising.’


She grinned, twisting a lock of her silver hair between two fingers. ‘You checked them out? Seriously?’


He returned her smile. ‘Actually she checked me out. She contacted me in Girona a few weeks ago, by email. When I saw the address at first I thought she was pitching for business. I almost binned it without reading it, until the name, Inge Hoverstad, threw a switch so I read it. All she was doing was introducing herself as Pilar’s mum. There was a mobile number. Rather than replying by email I called it, feeling full of guilt that I hadn’t reached out to them before, giving that our kids are now officially living together, with no pretence of being campus roommates. She’s met Nacho, of course, as we’ve met Pilar. We spoke for about fifteen minutes, we got on, and we agreed that the two of us will meet her and her husband at the first opportunity, either in Barcelona if her husband’s business . . . his name’s Raul, by the way . . . brings him there, or we’ll go to Madrid once we’ve officially moved to Spain. I’m sorry, love, I should have told you about this at the time, but the US expansion blew up at the same time, and then there was that other stuff with Merle Gower.’


‘No worries,’ Sarah said. ‘Let’s make it Madrid. It’ll give me an excuse to go and look at Picasso’s Guernica for another half hour. Do you know if she’s reached out to the Widow McCullough as well?’


‘Mia? I don’t, but if she has I’ll bet the only thing on offer will be a visit to Scotland. I don’t know if Spanish law enforcement was ever looking for her, but I doubt that she’ll want to find out.’









Five


‘Do you ever have days when you hate your job, Graham?’ Lottie Mann asked.


The pathologist beamed back at her as he stepped out of his protective shoes and stripped off his stained gloves. ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘but this isn’t one of them. I love a challenge and that person in there is certainly one of those. I know, I know,’ he continued quickly, catching the detectives’ expressions of disbelief. ‘It stinks to high heaven, but that’s nature folks, it’s part of the process of decomposition. Every subject that comes to me has started down that road. You ask my esteemed colleague in Edinburgh, Sarah Grace, and she’ll tell you the same thing.’


‘Fair enough, Professor,’ John Stirling countered. ‘I get that, but where’s the challenge here? Somebody tied her to a chair then suffocated her with a plastic bag. That’s it, clear as day.’


‘Is it?’ he chuckled. ‘It’s one possible scenario I’ll grant you, but the Tesco bag proves nothing.’


‘Assumptions, John,’ Mann said. ‘What did I tell you?’


‘That’s right,’ Scott concurred. ‘It may be that the perpetrator, having despatched his . . . or her . . . or their . . . victim by another means couldn’t bear the sight of the dead face, maybe even the reproach in the vacant eyes,’ he added colourfully, ‘and chose to cover it up. To be frank, I can’t even guarantee that the cadaver is female, let alone the means of its execution. We’re going by the clothes, that’s all. It, he, they could be a cross-dresser, for all we know.’


‘Did you take it off, Graham?’ the DCI asked. ‘The bag.’


‘No, I’ve left it in place. My people will remove the body very carefully. I’m not going to disturb the remains until they’re on my table. There, I’ll peel everything off piece by piece and we’ll see what’s inside. It’ll be pretty messy, mind.’


‘We?’ the detective sergeant murmured.


‘Oh yes,’ the pathologist declared. ‘This is a criminal investigation. That being so, the Crown Office requires that my work be witnessed.’ He looked at Mann. ‘Tomorrow morning, I think, if you’re okay with that, Lottie. Ten a.m.?’


She nodded. ‘That’ll do; I’ll include that information in the statement that I’ll have to give the press office.’


‘Yes, you will,’ Scott agreed. ‘There was a media presence when I came in here. I’m known to these people, so my very presence will have tipped them off that something serious is up.’


‘Neighbourhood chat and social media would have done that anyway,’ Mann grumbled. ‘We’ll be doing door to door enquiries on WhatsApp before I’m too much older. Graham,’ she continued, ‘if you’re going to reserve your position on the cause of death, is there anything that you can tell us now? For example, the period when we’re told that the vehicle was dumped indicates that the subject’s been dead for a couple of months.’


‘No, it’s longer than that,’ he declared. ‘Even from the little I could see of the flesh, we’re looking at a minimum of four months, probably longer. The body itself isn’t going to give us an exact date of death. It might not even give us a cause, unless it’s something that’s still clear and obvious. If it was asphyxia that killed the victim, the lungs aren’t going to be a reliable indicator, not after all this time. You’re right, Lottie, no assumptions. I’ll see you both tomorrow.’ He picked up his case and headed out of the covered enclosure.









Six


‘Our officers have knocked on every door in the development, ma’am,’ Sergeant Brian Knox reported, stiffly formal. Mann surmised from his manner that he was still carrying a grudge over his interrupted golf tie. ‘Three up wi’ four to play and she calls me in,’ she had heard him grumble to his colleague, DC Brown. ‘About a quarter of them, we got no reply, but we’ll re-canvass those tonight. So far nobody’s had any knowledge of the vehicle and nobody saw it being parked.’ He paused, then continued. ‘But, we do know for sure when it was left, within a seven day window. Davie Brown had a bright idea, for once. His brother Alec works on the bin lorries. They still empty them once a week here, so Davie asked him if he could remember when the thing first appeared. The eighth of July, he said; that was the first day they saw it, so it must have been dumped between then and July the first, the previous Monday. Alec said the driver’s been bitchin’ about it ever since. It’s been tight for the lorry getting by.’


The DCI nodded. ‘Give him a gold star from me,’ she said.


‘Wi’ that window you could check CCTV, couldn’t you?’ Knox suggested.


‘That’s possible,’ Mann agreed. ‘The only problem is, this being a new scheme there won’t be any in the immediate area. But,’ she continued, ‘all of this is one big cul-de-sac, fed off the main road. To be thorough, I want you to have people check on its coverage.’


He nodded. His resentment seemed to have been set aside. ‘There’s a couple of traffic cameras on that stretch, I know that. I’ll look into it.’


‘Thanks Sergeant. The footage will be stored somewhere, either locally or in the Cloud. The problem may be, how long do they keep it. The public get very sensitive about the nanny state, so I’m pretty sure there’s a limit. Thirty days runs in my mind, unless there are very specific reasons for keeping it longer.’


‘I’ll check it anyway, ma’am.’


‘Do that, thanks. By the way,’ Mann added, ‘I’m sorry about the golf tie.’


For the first time, Knox smiled. ‘Ach, that’s all right. It worked out okay. We’ve got a local rule that calls for a replay if a tie’s interrupted by an emergency. My opponent knew he couldn’t beat me in a month of Sundays, so he conceded. I’ll report back when I’ve got something concrete.’ He made to leave, took a few steps, then froze. ‘Ma’am,’ he called out, turning partly back towards her, but pointing away. ‘That house there, the one directly opposite the vehicle: It’s got a Ring doorbell, and that’ll have a camera built in. I know because I’ve got one, and it works bloody well. I’ve had to warn my neighbour when it caught him pretty much falling out of his car when he came home after a late night. Depending on how it’s set, the motion sensor might be triggered by someone as far away as the driver of the vehicle would have been when he got out. If they’ve got the right package, it’ll store video for up to six months. The occupants are on the list to be re-canvassed. I’ll come back this evening and do them myself if you want.’


Mann looked back at him, with what might have been a hint of a smile in her eyes. ‘Thanks, Sergeant . . . Brian is it? . . . but we’ve done enough damage to your day off as it is. John and I will take care of that. But what you could do before you go, since you know the tech, is take a look at every house in this street to see who else has one of those Ring things. Even if the one across the street doesn’t have the right settings or the right package, there might be someone else who does.’


She watched him as he set off on his task, but her mind was on Stirling and his search for the owner of the motor home. She was about to call him when her ringtone sounded. ‘Det Sup Haddock,’ the screen told her.


‘Sauce,’ she answered, switching the call to video.


‘Where are you, Lottie?’ the young detective superintendent asked.


‘On the outskirts of Irvine,’ she replied.


‘The body in the camper?’


‘That’s right. You know about it already?’


‘Yeah. I’m given a list of active investigations across the country at the end of every day. Helps me keep a handle on our clear-up rate, region by region. What’s it about, and why’s it for us rather than the locals?’


‘That’s what I asked when John called me, but yes, it is ours. The victim’s so far unidentified, but it’s homicide beyond a shadow, and a nasty one. At the moment we know a little less than fuck all, in that the pathologist won’t even tell us what gender the victim is, so all we can do is gather as much information as we can about the location, the circumstances and the vehicle.’


‘Can I help you with resources?’ Haddock asked.


‘To be honest I don’t know. Once the autopsy’s done and once I know whose vehicle it is, everything might fall into place very quickly.’


‘What’s your gut saying?’


‘Other than “Feed me”, you mean? My instinct and experience say that it won’t. This doesn’t look or feel like a spur of the moment crime. It was planned to delay discovery for as long as possible.’


‘By dumping it in a residential area? How was that supposed to work?’


‘It has,’ Mann pointed out. ‘It’s been here for two months, with the victim decomposing inside, but, Graham’s sure that death occurred well before that. Think about it, Sauce. If it had been left in a caravan park, it might have been one among many but the owner, would one, have wanted paying, two would have taken a closer look at it before now and three more than likely could identify the perpetrator. And if it had been left in the countryside, it would have stood out.’


‘Granted,’ the superintendent conceded. He paused as if he was considering something. ‘Okay,’ he said, finally. ‘Listen Lottie, I’m aware that you’re flying a bit light in Glasgow. I’ve been thinking about this for a few days but now I’m going to do it. I’ve got Jackie Wright here; she’s DS level and ready for a step up, but she needs broader experience to take her on to the next stage. I’m going to assign her to you for the rest of this year. She’s got seniority over Stirling, and I’d make her acting DI, but HR won’t wear that: budget constraints, as usual. I could involve the deputy chief and ask him to override them, but I’ve only got so many favours in the bank with Mario McGuire and this isn’t a sufficiently rainy day. You can manage her any way you like, but I want her ready for a promotion board by the end of the year. You good?’


‘More than,’ Mann exclaimed. ‘I know Jackie and I rate her.’ She smiled at the camera. ‘If I can have her in Glasgow by ten tomorrow morning she can come to the post-mortem with me. Jackie won’t throw up, but I reckon John Stirling might.’









Seven


‘You’re off the hook, John.’


‘What do you mean, boss?’ Stirling asked, phone to his ear. ‘Why was I on it?’


‘What I mean is that you don’t have to go to the post-mortem tomorrow,’ Mann replied. ‘Sauce is giving us Jackie Wright for the rest of this year, so you’re stood down.’


He smiled. ‘That’s good news,’ he confessed. ‘My imagination’s been painting some colourful pictures. For example I’ve been seeing the professor cutting off the clothes and what’s inside just running all over the floor and forming a big smelly puddle.’


‘It might not be that bad,’ the DCI chuckled. ‘But it won’t be pretty, that’s for sure.’


‘Jackie Wright,’ Stirling said. ‘I don’t think I know him. The name means nothing to me. Is he a DI?’


‘He’s a she,’ Mann told him. ‘And she’s a DS, for now, but as far as the command chain’s concerned, she’ll sit between you and me.’


‘Does that mean I report to her from now on?’


‘Not really: I see the three of us as a team. But, if Jackie asks you to do something, it won’t be a request.’


‘Understood, boss. I don’t have a problem with that.’


‘It wouldn’t matter a damn if you did,’ she said, ‘but it’s good to know. Now, the crime scene. Any progress in tracking the owner?’


‘Limited, truth be told,’ the DS admitted. ‘The manufacturer has dealerships in the UK but no subsidiary, so I had to get on to the factory in Germany. There I was connected to the PR department, where they speak most languages. They were helpful: my contact there said that they’re used to dealing with police enquiries; their vehicles are high value, so a few of them have been nicked. One was found in Poland, on its way to Russia through Belarus they believed. Her name was Deborah by the way, the PR person, not Dietmar,’ he added. ‘I meant to ask you, did you ever see him again?’


‘Not that it’s any of your business, but yes. He got in touch couple of years later, from Munich. I was with someone else by then, but we sneaked in a week in Gran Canaria. That was it, though. Enough,’ she said firmly, ending the digression. ‘Carry on.’


‘Yes boss. Deborah told me where to find the chassis number: under the carpet in front of the driver’s seat. Rather than go back down to Irvine and look for it myself, I got Dr Bramley’s number from the soco office in the Crime Campus and rang her. She found it for me. I fed it into the DVLA . . . and got a nil return.’


‘Which means it isn’t UK registered,’ Mann sighed.


‘Exactly.’


‘So we have to check on a country by country basis until we find it?’


‘That’s what I thought, boss . . . until the lovely Deborah came up trumps. I called her back, and asked if she could think of any shortcuts. She said there’s one and it’s very obvious. The motor homes . . . she got humpty with me when I called it a camper van . . . are covered by manufacturer’s warranty, and have benefits attached. So, when each vehicle’s sold and put on the road . . .’


The DCI finished the sentence. ‘Ownership details go back to the manufacturer.’


‘Exactly. I gave her the number that Doctor Bramley gave me and she came back to me inside ten minutes. It’s a Grose Kabine model and it’s owned by a company, registered in Jersey under the name Artisan de Boite Limited, in English, roughly that means Boxcraft.’


‘You speak French too, John?’


‘It’s about as good as your German.’


‘Mmm,’ she mused. ‘Maybe I should have shagged the French teacher as well. But then again maybe not; she was fat, fifty and had a moustache. Who owns Boxcraft?’


‘That, Deborah could not tell me,’ Stirling replied. ‘For that I’ll need to speak to the Jersey Financial Services Commission . . . but I won’t be able to do that until tomorrow; it’s closed for the day. That said, if you think it’s necessary, I could ask the State of Jersey police to dig up a contact in the Commission.’


‘It wouldn’t gain us anything other than an enemy, John,’ Mann observed. ‘Tomorrow morning will do.’ She paused. ‘Will they be able to tell us who owns the thing, though? Don’t these offshore companies often work through nominees?’


‘Yes they do, but my limited research suggests that in Jersey you can’t hide behind them. There’s a register of beneficial ownership and an agreement at government level between Jersey and the UK that allows for information sharing with police forces.’


‘You have googled Artisan de whatever, I take it?’


‘I did boss,’ the DS said, ‘but all I’ve come up with is a seventy-seven year old French cabinet maker in a place called Pérouges, near Lyon, and I very much doubt that it’s him we’re looking for.’









Eight


‘Are you all right with that, DS Wright?’ Sauce Haddock asked.


And if I wasn’t? she thought, but kept it to herself, knowing that few senior officers would even have asked the question.


‘I believe it’s a good move for you,’ the detective superintendent continued. ‘If it had been down to me you’d have made DS before you did. I see this as a shortcut in your future career path.’


‘But no promises?’


‘I can’t make any. There’s x number of DI positions around the country. I expect one to open up in the next six months, but with budgets under constant review by Holyrood, nothing in this service is nailed on.’ He frowned. ‘Bob Skinner’s pathological hatred of politicians used to amuse me, but now I’m with him one hundred per cent. Mind you, I’m not about to let it show in the way he did. I’m not that secure.’


Jackie Wright stared at him. ‘Sauce,’ she laughed, ‘you must be the most secure polis I know, even more than the DCC. Your wife’s even richer than his, by a factor of ten, probably more. You could walk away tomorrow; we all know that.’


‘You do?’ he murmured, his expression suddenly so serious that she was afraid she had pushed friendship too far. ‘Well you’re all wrong. The very fact that Cheeky inherited most of Grandpa McCullough’s wealth, that ties me even tighter to my career. If I walked away from it what would I do? Pretend to manage a couple of the businesses she owns? Call myself a security consultant and do eff all but cruise around the pro-am golf circuit? No, I’ve always set out to be the best officer I can possibly be, and now I’m driven even harder.’ His smile returned. ‘Plus, we’re going to have another mouth to feed next year. Cheeky’s pregnant again . . . and you have the privilege of being the third person to know.’


‘Wow,’ Wright exclaimed. ‘Congratulations. And yet . . . Sauce, I appreciate the career planning you’re doing for me, but . . .’ she hesitated ‘. . . you’re assuming that’s all the ambition I have. Just because I’m gay, that doesn’t mean I can’t get broody.’


Haddock winced. ‘You’re right, of course.’ He held up his right hand. ‘Obviously I flunked the people management section on the command course. Note to self: even police officers have private lives. And are you, Jackie, broody?’


‘Personally, no. I’m not so sure about my partner, but she’s just started a new job and that’ll rein her in for a bit. You can bank on one thing though. Unlike our colleague Noele, I’m not going to have a one-night stand with some bloke and get myself knocked up.’


‘Does all that add up to a “yes” to the Glasgow secondment?’ Haddock asked.


Wright nodded. ‘Yes it does. I heard someone calling DCI Mann “Godzilla” in the canteen. It’ll be interesting to find out whether she lives up to the label.’


He laughed. ‘She doesn’t, I promise. That being the case, meet her in the pathology suite in the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Glasgow, ten o’clock tomorrow.’ She nodded and turned to leave his office, but he called out, ‘Hey Jackie, what do they call me in the canteen?’


She turned back to face him. ‘Are you serious? When you get to be chief constable, they’ll still be calling you Sauce.’









Nine


Despite the apology that had been proffered and accepted, Sergeant Brian Knox was still seething over the peremptory manner in which he had been summoned from the golf course, but quietly, for he had the common sense and experience to keep his feelings to himself. He reasoned that the best way for him to recover from the slight was by making a significant contribution to the investigation, one that the formidable Detective Chief Inspector Mann would acknowledge in her eventual report to the procurator fiscal.
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