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The past is what we decide it to be.
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Karen had been feeling odd for days. Her current world consisted of vivid, insistent and disturbing memories, some of which she would rather not revisit, others that she couldn’t believe had happened to her at all.


The mind played tricks, she reminded herself. Especially at her age. Like the recurring dream she’d had over the years.


In it she was ten and visiting a house with her dad. The house was near a railway line and there was a garden with raspberry bushes. She’d climbed up onto a footbridge to watch a train chug past.


Yet when Karen had asked her dad who’d lived in that house, he’d told her that she must have imagined it. That they’d never had friends or relatives with a house like that.


It was just a dream, he’d said.


But the current memory wasn’t a dream.


It featured Karen’s older sister’s wedding day. Eleanor, all in white, looked beautiful dancing round the floor with her new husband, who was tall and handsome, but . . .


Karen shuddered. There was something about his eyes. The way he would stare at Karen, before leaning down to whisper in her ear.


The memory suddenly switched to another white dress. This time the wearer was small, Karen’s height but with dark hair. It was her childhood pal, Mary McIntyre. She too wore a veil just like a bride.


The image almost made her heart stop.


No, she thought. I don’t want to think about that day. Not now. Not ever again.


It was then she heard a cawing sound coming from the hall or the far sitting room. She tried to recall whether she’d left the porch door open. Could one of the garden birds be trapped inside the house?


Opening the kitchen door, she found the hall empty and the porch door shut. So nothing could have come in that way.


She was about to check the sitting room, when the next memory swept over her like a tidal wave, halting Karen in her tracks.


In it she was walking along the path to the den that she and Mary had built in the woods. Suddenly a crow, disturbed by her approach, abandoned the blood-splattered body of a lamb to rise squawking in front of her, furious that she’d disturbed it at its feast.


A feeling of revulsion swept over Karen, and she reached out to steady herself against the wall.


Why had such a horrible memory come back to haunt her after all these years?


Striving to regain her composure, she contemplated the closed door of the sitting room.


She didn’t go in there much any more. Not since Jack had died. It was too full of memories. Plus Jack had been the one to light the fire and Karen couldn’t bring herself to do that. So she’d taken up permanent residence in the kitchen by the oil-fired range.


‘Don’t be a fool, Karen,’ she said out loud. ‘You have to check.’


Steeling herself, she reached for the handle.


The sitting room didn’t get the sun at this time of day. Also, being at the gable end of the house, it was rarely warm, even in midsummer. Nevertheless, Karen was perturbed to find that the air that rushed out to greet her was cold. Icily so.


Had she opened a window sometime earlier to air the room and forgotten to shut it again?


Glancing around, she noted that the window was closed and there was no immediate sighting of a trapped bird.


Jack’s voice suddenly came to her.


Remember when a pair of crows fell down our chimney? Lucky the fire wasn’t on.


Emboldened by Jack’s internal reminder, Karen decided to check out the fireplace.


It was at that moment she had the strong sense she was being watched. The feeling was so powerful it stopped Karen in her tracks.


Someone or something was in there with her.


Forcing herself to turn, she found a pair of beady black eyes glaring at her from the back of the sofa.


The image of the crow was as threatening as in her earlier memory, and the resulting scream froze in Karen’s throat.


Okay, she tried to reason, her heart pounding her chest so hard that she could scarcely breathe. Jack had been right. A bird had fallen down the chimney and that bird just happened to be a crow. She turned back to the window and, releasing the lock, pushed it wide open. She would need to find a way to shoo the crow out, that was all.


It was then the cat appeared round the side of the house to cross the drive in front of her. Big-bodied, jet-black with a white splash on its chest, there was no doubt it was Toby.


Stunned, she released the window and it immediately shut with a bang. Expecting the noise to startle the crow into cawing, she turned to find the bird no longer there.


In that moment Karen knew the reason for the torrent of memories, the images of white dresses, the appearance of the black crow and the sighting of her dead cat Toby.


It was all about Mary. It had to be.
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The resurfacing of memories, the imagined crow and the vision of Toby marching across her path had all happened for a reason. What that reason was, Karen had no idea. If Jack had been here, he would have made sense of it all.


As she started up the loft ladder, the pain of his loss gripped Karen and she had to wait until she could draw air into her lungs before she continued her ascent.


She’d never expected to be a widow. She’d always presumed she would be the first to go. Jack’s father had lived into his nineties, faculties intact. His mother had preceded her husband by only a few months.


As for her own parents, they hadn’t been so lucky.


Dust motes, disturbed by her entry, danced before her as she made her way to the box near the leftmost skylight. Jack, in his tidy manner, had labelled the box KAREN MISCELLANEOUS and dated it with the year she’d left home. As such, it had seemed a suitable resting place for what she now sought.


Having extracted it, she headed back down to the kitchen, at which point she put the kettle on and made a pot of tea. In past times, during Jack’s illness and after his death, when anxiety had beset her, she would have sought refuge in a glass of wine.


Not any more.


Settling herself beside the range, mug of tea alongside, Karen opened the old school jotter, hoping whatever was in there hadn’t faded with time.


She had written the diary in pencil. In the lead-up to that day the entries were brief, like ‘practised spelling for test tomorrow’ and ‘Stephen fancies Mary. He sent her a love letter in class.’


Everything changed on the first day of May.


For a moment Karen was back in her old bedroom, sitting at the desk by the window. The street she’d lived in had houses on one side only. On the other side were two newly built primary schools. One for Catholics. The other for Protestants. The school grounds were separated by an area of open land and a small wood.


That’s where we built our den.


The road outside her house was steep and mostly empty of cars. A few delivery vans drove up and down. An ice-cream van. A rag-and-bone cart.


We played in the street all the time.


Until that day.


It was so long ago. How could she possibly remember what she’d felt like back then? Yet, she could. As Karen read the words she’d written, the horror of that day, so long buried, rose up to engulf her.




Diary entry of Karen Marshall aged 11


1 May 1975


It was sunny today. I practised my skipping.


Mary’s in the kitchen


Doing a little stitchin’


In comes a bogeyman


And out goes she


Mary’s my best friend. The bogeyman is the man who waits near the shops to show us his willy. Mary and I always run past trying not to look.


I was waiting for Mary to come and have her photograph taken in our front garden. She would be wearing her white confirmation dress and veil, which are beautiful.


I want a dress like Mary’s, but I can’t be confirmed, because I’m a Protestant. Mary says there’s a seat in heaven reserved for her because she’s a Catholic.


I imagine a packed cinema like the one we go to on Saturday mornings, all the seats filled by Catholics, and wonder where I will go when I die.


The sun shone all day and it got late and Mary never came to have her picture taken.


Then my dad arrived home and told me to go inside as Mary wasn’t coming.


When I asked why, he didn’t answer. Just took me in the house, shouted on my mum and they went into the kitchen together and shut the door.


Standing outside, I heard my mum crying.





That’s when it all began.
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The April sun was bright, but not strong enough to have made any difference to the temperature of the lochan.


In an attempt at bravado, Dougal had waded in already, wearing nothing but his trunks. Julie knew he didn’t like swimming anywhere other than a proper swimming pool, where he could see what lurked beneath him. A calm sea was also manageable provided he wasn’t required to venture out too far and he could see the sandy floor.


A dark-brown loch, on the other hand, was Dougal’s idea of a horror movie, in which he had a starring part.


So to get him to come here, Julie had had to agree to an evening doing exactly what Dougal wanted. Julie had no problem with that, since Dougal’s romantic plans for tonight pretty well matched her own.


Without a wetsuit, he won’t last long enough to enjoy the water, Julie thought as she watched him wade in cautiously. Once the tingling in his upper body moved from mild to severe pain, Dougal would be back on shore quicker than he went in.


Ready now, Julie walked in slowly, enjoying the sensation of the water entering her wetsuit to form a warm protective film against her skin. Launching herself forward, she began to swim, feeling the soft peaty water enclose her like brown silk.


Much as she loved swimming in the sea in all seasons, there was nothing to beat a freshwater loch whatever the time of year. Turning, she floated on her back and closed her eyes, enjoying the gentle slurp of water in her ears.


It was Dougal’s sudden shout that disturbed this dreamlike state. Julie turned over and took a look, assuming the cold had got to him by now. It certainly appeared that way. He was swimming, seemingly in a great hurry, back to the strip of sand where they’d undressed earlier.


‘Froze your balls off, did it?’ Julie shouted. ‘I warned you.’


Having reached the shore, he rose, swore loudly and pointed at the opposite bank.


‘What?’ Julie said, unmoved by his antics.


Dougal was a joker and he’d caught her out on numerous occasions, so her first instinct was to ignore him.


‘Fu-ck-ing l-l-look!’ he stuttered, his face white, his body starting to shiver.


He was putting on a fine performance, Julie had to admit that. Next, no doubt, would come the theme tune from Jaws. He’d tried that one during one of her wild sea swims.


‘Get dressed before you freeze to death,’ she shouted back. ‘There’s hot coffee in my rucksack.’


‘Julie, I’m not kidding. There’s something over there in the fucking bank.’


Due to the long dry spring weather, the water level in the loch was the lowest she’d ever encountered, leaving the raised peat bank on the far shore exposed.


Although still suspicious, Julie turned and made for the spot where Dougal continued to point.


At first glance, the bank looked normal, although some of it had crumbled away, exposing the twisted form of heather roots.


‘There!’ Dougal shouted, panic still in his voice. ‘There’s something there.’


Julie got closer, treading water, and reached up for the odd bulge made by the knotted roots. Her touch sent more dry peat to detach and plop into the water alongside her.


The tingling cold surged into her own upper body, making her gasp. Yet it wasn’t the length of time she’d been in the water that caused her sudden drop in temperature, but horror at what she now saw.


Free of earth, the leathery finger poked through the tangle of roots to beckon her, as though in desperation.
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Rhona exited the main door of her flat into bright spring sunshine. She stood for a moment, letting the sun warm her face, before she set off down the steps that led into Kelvingrove Park. Six months ago she had believed herself incapable of either being back living here or walking through the park to Glasgow University and her lab of a morning.


Yet here she was.


Her sojourn on Skye after the sin-eater case had set her on the road to recovery, but it had been her time at Castlebrae, the police treatment centre, that had taught her to properly deal with her PTSD.


As a result of the care she’d received there, the nightmares had eased and the claustrophobic flashbacks diminished in power. Plus she’d heard stories from her fellow inmates which had helped put her own experience into perspective.


The past is always with us, but it need not define us, had become her mantra. Or as Chrissy McInsh, her forensic assistant, was wont to say, Shit happens, but so does fun.


Rhona smiled at the memory of Chrissy’s face when she’d turned up for her first day back at work. Standing outside the door of the lab, Rhona had been besieged by doubts about her ability to do her job again, despite what they’d said at Castlebrae.


Then she’d heard Chrissy inside and smelled the usual pot of morning coffee and, without a doubt, the scent of filled rolls, Glasgow-style, which Chrissy always brought in with her.


Square sausage, tattie scone, black pudding and an egg.


Maybe Chrissy had heard her outside, or maybe it was just that second sense Chrissy often exhibited, but the door had been flung open and the joy on Chrissy’s face had propelled Rhona inside. That and Chrissy’s firm grip on her arm.


‘Perfect timing. I got you the full works this morning,’ Chrissy had informed her. ‘Plus I’ve purchased a few more condiments to complement your breakfast roll.’


Chrissy was a ketchup gal on pretty much everything. Even the haggis rolls she’d bought from the van at Kilt Rock on the island of Skye, before she’d abseiled down the cliff face and presented herself to Rhona at the bottom.


After the months of hiding out on Skye at her adopted parents’ former home, Rhona’s heart had lifted at the unexpected sight of Chrissy flourishing those haggis rolls. As a result, she’d heard herself laugh properly. Something that hadn’t happened in months.


Pouring out two mugs of, no doubt, strong coffee, Chrissy had plonked Rhona’s roll down before her with a smile.


‘Welcome back, partner!’


And in that moment, Rhona was glad to be back.


The daily walk through the park held its own memories, none more so than the body they’d discovered near the ancient yew tree. A glance in the direction of its gnarled trunk now no longer brought forth the heavy scent of yew needles mixed with death.


Should she require to walk through the dense undergrowth that surrounded it, Rhona now knew she could handle it. By far the worst symptom of her incarceration had been her panicked reaction to suffocating spaces. That had been her biggest obstacle in returning to work, because working in confined spaces was a necessary part of the job.


She thought of one of the participants she’d met during her stay at Castlebrae: a forensic pathologist who, after working on the terrible site of a major plane crash, had taken to writing her own name on every part of her body before she could climb on a plane.


Trauma took on many guises.


This morning, being crisp, sunny and dry, brought forth runners, walkers and cyclists to populate the paths of the park. In the distance, the red sandstone of Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum glowed through the budding trees, watched over from the nearby hill by the Gothic magnificence of Glasgow University.


Crossing Kelvin Way, she made for the path that led up to the face of the university, which was already busy with students set on the same destination. At the top, Rhona stopped for a moment to take in her favourite view of the city of Glasgow which, along with the Palace of Kelvingrove, also included the golden dome of the nearby Sikh temple and the skeleton beauty of the giant Finnieston Crane, a memory of Glasgow’s great engineering past, and still in perfect working order.


When she arrived at the lab, she found Chrissy was there before her. A usual occurrence, broken only for a short while after the birth of Chrissy’s now toddler son, wee Michael, named after DS Michael McNab.


The familiar smell of coffee on entry was, however, not accompanied by the usual and much-anticipated filled rolls. Rhona found herself perturbed by this, since her brisk walk through the park had definitely given her an appetite.


Chrissy’s hair colour at present was a deep auburn. Rhona harboured a suspicion that she was attempting to replicate the DS Michael McNab look. Not the chin stubble, of course, but definitely the hair tone.


DS McNab was a hero of Chrissy’s, having shielded her pregnant self from a gunshot, the scar of which he still wore on his back, although it was now cleverly disguised by a skull tattoo.


‘What? No rolls?’


Rhona looked about in the hope that the familiar paper bag might be on view, just not yet opened to allow the hot aroma to escape.


‘I thought we’d try something new for breakfast for a change,’ Chrissy said, rather sheepishly, it seemed to Rhona.


‘What exactly?’ Rhona demanded.


‘Porridge pots,’ Chrissy offered. ‘And you have a wide choice of flavours.’ She pointed at a line of the pots. ‘Cinnamon, apple, banana, honey, syrup. All very healthy,’ she added.


‘What’s going on, Chrissy? Since when have you been health-conscious?’


Her forensic assistant looked mightily offended by that remark. ‘Since I had wee Michael.’


‘I’m talking about your eating habits, not what you feed your son.’


Chrissy shrugged. ‘People change. They get older. They get wiser.’


‘You’ve joined a gym,’ Rhona accused her.


‘Never,’ Chrissy replied with gusto.


‘What then?’


There was a moment’s silence before Chrissy admitted, ‘I’ve taken up running.’


‘Really?’


Rhona was impressed if it were true, although Chrissy had ‘taken up’ things before now, only to discover her enthusiasm waning after a while. Usually because the guy she was joining on such pursuits had lost his appeal.


‘Who is it?’ Rhona demanded.


‘No one,’ Chrissy said categorically. ‘Just me. So, what’s your poison?’ She gestured at the line of pots.


Trying not to look too downhearted, Rhona chose a pot, hoping this new plan of how to start the day was simply another one of Chrissy’s fanciful ideas, like changing her hair colour regularly, and would soon be abandoned.


‘Right,’ Chrissy said, pouring what Rhona prayed was still strong coffee. ‘There’s a message for you from Bill. He wants you to call him after breakfast.’


DI Wilson, or Bill as she and Chrissy called him, had been Rhona’s mentor since she began in this job. He’d been on duty the night she’d attended the scene of a particularly brutal murder of a teenage boy – a boy who had looked so like her that Rhona had imagined he might be Liam, the son she’d given up for adoption seventeen years previously. In the end, Liam had found her and they’d eventually come to an understanding regarding why Rhona, when still a teenager herself, had given up her baby.


She’d confided in Bill back then, how personal the death of that teenager had been to her, and how it had prompted her to search for her own son. Bill, with two teenage children of his own, had known exactly what she meant.


‘It’s my biggest fear,’ he’d said. ‘That one day I’ll turn up at a scene of crime and one of my kids is the victim . . . or the perpetrator.’


His inclusion of perpetrator hadn’t just been a way to lighten the tension of that moment. Every parent worried about their kids getting into trouble, police officers probably more than most. They knew that kids from supportive families could go down the wrong path just like the ones who didn’t have the same advantages.


Bill too had been the one who’d never given up on his quest to get her to go to Castlebrae. How she had fought him on that. Rhona smiled in silent thanks that she’d finally listened to his wise advice.


‘You like the porridge pot!’ Chrissy said, thinking the smile had indicated that.


Rhona didn’t correct her.


Two cups of strong coffee later, Rhona made the call.


‘Good morning, Dr MacLeod. How was your porridge?’


‘You know about that?’


‘I was given full details this morning. I’ll take a bet and say you went for plain.’


‘You know me too well. So, what’s up?’


‘Wild swimmers spotted what they thought was a human hand in a raised peat bank next to Advie Lochan, south of Glasgow. We sent someone up to take a look and they confirmed the sighting. Since buried and hidden bodies are a speciality of yours, we’d like you to excavate the site.’


‘Okay. Can you send me the location?’


‘A police car will lead you out there. It should be with you in ten minutes or so.’


As she rang off, Chrissy appeared. ‘We’re off then?’


‘We are,’ Rhona said. ‘An excavation by Advie Lochan. South of the city.’


‘Cool. I’ll get organized.’ Chrissy paused for a moment. ‘I take it we’re in the wilds up there? Do I need to take a food supply just in case?’


‘Just not porridge,’ Rhona said firmly.
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Diary entry of Karen Marshall aged 11


2 May 1975


They’re still looking for Mary. So am I. I’ve been to all the places we like. The den was first. She always went there when she was happy. I imagined her sitting in her white dress, but she wasn’t there.


Dad’s a detective, so he’s looking for her too. The police are going to every house in the street to ask questions. Nobody came out to play Kick the Can tonight. Dad wouldn’t even let me go outside the garden to skip on the pavement. I had to play ball against the side of the house.


When I was going to bed Dad asked me if Mary might have run away.


I know about Mary’s dad. How angry he gets if Mary, her big brother or sister don’t come in when he whistles on them. There’s a big belt he uses hanging up in their kitchen.


Mary never seemed to mind that, although she got the belt sometimes. The belt wouldn’t have made her run away. She had been confirmed in her white dress and veil. She was saved now and had a seat reserved for her in heaven.


When I told Dad that, he didn’t seem to understand about the dress. But the dress was the most important thing in Mary’s life. She would never go anywhere she might dirty her dress.






   



   

6


The scene on arrival had immediately reminded Rhona of a black-and-white photograph she’d seen of Saddleworth Moor, near Manchester, when the police had been searching for the bodies of three of the children killed by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley in the mid-sixties.


Under a clear April sky, though, this Scottish moor looked benign, empty and majestic. On closer inspection, Rhona could make out dark burnt patches among the heather and mosses, indicating it was being used for driven grouse shooting. Despite the intrusion of man, this was still a perfect spot – just like Saddleworth Moor – in which to hide a body that would never be found.


Whoever had buried the body she and Chrissy were preparing to expose could never have imagined that folk would be mad enough to ever wild swim in the neighbouring dark waters of Advie Lochan, never mind in early April.


Even then, had there not been a long dry spell – had the water level not fallen, exposing the bank and allowing it to dry out – there would have been nothing to see, even for the determined and curious wild swimmer, which had been Bill’s description of the young woman who’d alerted the police to her find. Despite the shock, Julie had fetched her mobile and, swimming back, had taken a number of images to back up her gruesome discovery.


Rhona had already set up the time-lapse camera, with a cover to protect it from any change in the weather. Although, according to the forecast, there was a chance that they might avoid rain for the next twenty-four hours.


Once they were ready to begin, she would set the camera to take an image every ten minutes of excavation. That sequence of shots would eventually be put together as an MP4 video, which she could use in court if required. This type of work required daylight, so that the different-coloured layers of the soil might be registered, hence no forensic tent.


En route to the locus, Rhona had called Jen Mackie, her forensic soil scientist colleague, regarding their destination and had discovered that the co-ordinates of the locus were likely to be in an area of raised bog. If true, that would affect what they might find during the excavation.


‘I was involved with the Woodland Trust in 2012 surveying areas of raised bog across Scotland,’ Jen had told her. ‘Where you’re heading is one of the areas we mapped. I’ll email you the report. It makes for interesting reading.’


Rhona had put the call on speaker in the car, so Chrissy might listen in.


‘So what does that mean exactly for the state of the remains?’ Rhona had asked.


‘The chemistry of raised bogs would suggest you may find more than just a skeleton. I’ll be in touch when I get back from Paris,’ Jen had promised. ‘I’m currently being driven through the streets in an armed police convoy to give evidence in an enquiry.’


At this news, Chrissy’s eyes had lit up.


‘When can I go to Paris to give evidence?’ she’d whispered.


‘When you come to work for me,’ Jen had told her with a chuckle, having obviously heard Chrissy. ‘You’ll send me images?’


‘I will,’ Rhona had promised.


At that point, Jen had wished them good luck before they’d heard the whine of a siren, and she’d rung off.


‘Does she have to give her evidence in French?’ Chrissy said.


‘With the degree of complexity involved there’ll be an interpreter, although Jen’s quite fluent in French,’ Rhona had told a wide-eyed Chrissy.


‘I’d better get started on the Duolingo then,’ Chrissy had announced with a characteristic grin.


The emailed piece from Jen on raised bogs had made for interesting reading, particularly in the current circumstances.




The specific acidic and oxygen-poor conditions which are present allow for the mummification of the body’s soft parts such as skin, hair and stomach contents. However, many other conditions must also be fulfilled in order to prevent microorganisms from breaking down the human body. The corpse must be sunk in water or dug into the ground and covered quickly. In addition, the deposition of the body must occur when the bog water is cold, in the winter or early spring, otherwise the process of decay can begin. Examples of raised bog bodies include the Woman from Huldremose, Grauballe Man and Tollund Man.





‘Cool,’ Chrissy had pronounced on reading it. ‘So that’s how we become famous. We unearth a five-thousand-year-old body, perfectly preserved, and have to go around the world giving lectures on our discovery.’


They’d exchanged looks at that point, signifying their mutual hope that it would in fact be a prehistoric mummy they were heading towards, rather than a more recent burial.


Had it been warm, damp summer weather, rather than a cool, dry spring, disturbing the heather cover near the designated area would have resulted in a concentrated cloud attack by the resident midges. There were still some about, many of which found their way to the areas of Rhona’s face not covered by the mask. Chrissy had determinedly flapped at a few herself before heading for her bag to bring back a supply of midge repellent.


Rhona smiled her thanks as she sprayed her exposed skin.


Once the mix of grass, heather cover and associated roots were removed to expose the underlying peat, they began laying out an alphanumerical grid round the suspect area at 0.5-metre intervals.


There had been nothing definitive on the surface in the form of vegetation to suggest a recent decomposition below, although the heather had given way to grass in part. If it was indeed an ancient burial, then the ground cover would have had time to recover.


Rhona had already studied the fingers visible in the bank, just short of a metre below the surface of the peat. They belonged, in her opinion, to a human hand, either that of a small female or a child. Its time in the ground would only be determined when the excavation was complete. Once the remains were fully exposed, should they appear to be prehistoric, like the other bog bodies found in Britain and Europe, then archaeologists would be called in.


As she became absorbed in the careful removal and sifting of the layers of earth, Rhona recalled the last time she’d been involved in such an excavation. Then, they had been called to the Orkney island of Sanday where a digger, breaking up the tarred playground of a former island school, had unearthed a human skull. The site had been very sandy, much like the rest of the island, although as exposed to both the wind and the weather as the current locus.


Of course, Orkney was rich in archaeological sites, so the first thing they’d had to confirm was that they weren’t digging up the bones of some Viking ancestor, a common enough occurrence and definitely the province of archaeologists.


Rhona found herself quietly wishing that what they were about to unearth might prove to be what Chrissy desired – another bog man or woman – rather than the discovery of a child’s body, like the scene she’d recalled from Saddleworth Moor.


Eventually the hope she’d been nursing began to evaporate. Chrissy knew it too, but said nothing, although Rhona could read it in her eyes as she carefully extracted the last of the peaty soil to expose their first full view of a naked and mummified body.


Possibly a female, she lay on her back, a stuffed plastic bag placed under her head, seemingly to act as a cushion.


They knelt in silence for a moment, the monstrosity of what they had just unearthed overwhelming them.


‘When did supermarkets start giving out plastic bags?’ Chrissy said quietly.


‘Sometime in the sixties, I think.’


‘So we have a time frame at least,’ Chrissy said.


Jen had been right about the effect of the raised bog locus. The exposed body appeared well preserved, the quality of the soil allowing for the mummification of the skin and hair – and, hopefully, the stomach contents.


‘It’s every parent’s nightmare,’ Chrissy said, and Rhona knew she was thinking about her own toddler son, wee Michael.


‘We can raise the tent now,’ Rhona said. ‘Then you can take the soil samples to the van. Get the SCO to give you a hand. Best to give Bill a call too and tell him what we’ve found, while I do a closer examination.’


‘You’re okay to be here alone?’


In the silence that followed Chrissy’s question, the memory of what had happened during the sin-eater case passed between them.


‘I’ll be okay,’ Rhona assured her, although she wasn’t at all certain that she would be.


Well, this is how I find out.


After the tent had been raised, Rhona began to take a series of her own photographs at close quarters, noting the careful laying out of the body and the cushioned head, seemingly at odds with a violent end, although there were marks on the pubic area that suggested stabbing might have played a part.


The long, dark, peat-reddened hair looked carefully arranged on either side of her face, the setting of her arms at a sixty-degree angle to her side resulting in the fingers of the left hand protruding from the dried-out bank.


Something the gravedigger hadn’t anticipated, Rhona thought.


Focused as she had been on the body, she had managed for a while to blot out the strong smell of disturbed earth. Scent, she was acutely aware, lingered longest in the mind and was the most likely sense to trigger a PTSD flashback, and so must be avoided.


Despite her best efforts, the scent now rose to engulf her and with it came the memory of soil raining down on her, to clog her throat and blind her eyes.


Focus on the victim, she told herself. I am her witness, and that’s more important than anything that’s happened to me.


Eventually her brain reacted to her command and the tidal wave began to retreat, slowly at first, but then more swiftly.


And then it was gone.


Rhona released the breath she hadn’t been aware she’d been holding and set about taping the body in situ, as there was always a chance that she might recover something other than soil. Once on the mortuary slab, all this would happen again, but in the movement between here and there, something vital could be lost.


It was time to write up her notes. Climbing out of the grave, Rhona settled down with her notebook. She felt strangely calm now, knowing the emotional storm had passed. Having weathered it, she could feel more confident about working in confined locations again.


It had grown cold as the early April sun had started its descent. Having now bagged the remains for the journey to the mortuary, the locus would be covered, and they would return to it in the morning. A careful study of the soil beneath the body was as important as the material removed from above.


‘Are we just securing the plastic bag and its contents?’ Chrissy asked on her return.


‘We’ll check inside and bag the items separately,’ Rhona said.


Rhona carefully opened the bag, noting how resilient the plastic had been. It was no wonder that the world was groaning under an ever-increasing accumulation of plastic in the time since the plastic bag had become a shopping essential.


The first item she extracted turned out to be a plastic tiara with a stained veil attached. Next came the remains of a white net dress and underskirt. Finally, a pair of small black pumps with a bow.


The clothing was, of course, circumstantial but it did point to their initial thought that they were likely dealing with a young female.


As each item was recorded and bagged, the air of sadness between them grew.


‘That might have been the outfit I wore when I was confirmed,’ Chrissy said, a catch in her throat. ‘Except for the shoes. Mine were white.’


‘How old were you back then?’ Rhona said.


‘Eleven. What are you thinking?’ Chrissy added, noting Rhona’s thoughtful expression.


‘I was wondering what happened to her underwear.’
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Diary entry of Karen Marshall aged 11


3 May 1975


Today was Mary’s birthday. We were meant to have a party. But she hasn’t come home and the police are still searching for her. When the news comes on, Dad switches off the TV.


I heard Dad tell Mum the police think Mary was abducted?? On her way back from chapel after her confirmation. Probably by a man with a car.


What man? No one round here has a car except Father Feeney.


I thought about the man at the shops, but his coat is ragged so I don’t think he has a car.


Dad came up when I was in bed. He told me not to talk to strangers. Especially men in cars.


I asked about Mary. Why would a man take Mary away?


Some men are bad, Dad says.


I wanted to ask, how do I know if they’re bad, but didn’t.


Did I know any bad men?


And then I thought of one.






   



   

8


The narrow road that led to the red-brick Victorian prison that was HMP Barlinnie, more commonly known in Glasgow as the Bar-L, went straight through a housing estate. Perched a little higher than the rows of neat houses, it provided little to no possibility for parking unless you managed to get a space in the official car park, which was anything but large enough for the task.


Thus Professor Magnus Pirie had arrived early for his morning meeting, with the slender hope of finding a space.


And, amazingly, it seemed he was in luck.


A small van was in the process of exiting a parking bay near the gate. Drawing to one side, Magnus let him depart, before doing a swift reversal just as another car entered and assumed the vacant space might be for them.


Not for the first time, Magnus, in his psychologist role, wondered how many fights had originated outside Barlinnie over a parking space rather than inside the halls of the vast and imposing prison.


Locking the car, he made for the visitor entrance. Despite the early hour, there was already a stream of people entering or leaving through the glass facade.


This wasn’t his first official visit so he knew the drill. Ignoring the reception area, Magnus crossed instead to the heavy metal door on the opposite wall and pressed the buzzer.


‘Professor Magnus Pirie come to visit Alec McLaughlin.’


The buzzer sounded and Magnus pulled on the heavy door. Inside was the gathering area for those who were bound for locations not accessible to ordinary visitors – the halls behind the walls. Security was tight here, and wherever you went would involve an accompanying prison officer and a great deal of locking and unlocking of doors.


Magnus’s allotted officer for today would likely be Archie Urqhuart, who he already knew from previous visits involving his current research.


After giving his name and the reason for his visit, Magnus was asked to sign in before being handed his security pass, but he still had to wait until the four folk in front, two men and two women, went through the usual scanner bag and body checks.


Entering a prison was much like trying to go through security at the airport. You were required to show photo ID and negotiate the screening process, the difference being that you weren’t allowed to take any personal items into the jail and especially not your mobile phone.


Listening in on their chatting, Magnus realized the four were there to run the recovery cafe. The Recovery Community Network in Glasgow was something Magnus both knew about and supported, having been invited on occasion to talk to groups about the psychology of recovering from addiction. These four advocates were chatty and in high spirits and obviously knew most of the staff on duty.


One of them, Magnus realized, he’d met before. Tall, in her thirties, with a blonde ponytail, Magnus remembered the woman as being a recovery development officer for a group he’d visited in Raploch, Stirling.


‘Pat?’ he tried as he emerged from the scanner.


‘Magnus,’ she said in surprise. ‘What are you doing in Bar-L? Not on remand, I hope?’ She gave the throaty infectious laugh he remembered.


‘Carrying out some research,’ Magnus told her.


‘Can I ask what about?’


‘Education and the Sexual Offender,’ Magnus admitted, with a wry smile.


Pat grinned. ‘So you know they’re the ones who take all the education classes?’


‘You have a theory about why that is?’ Magnus said.


‘Interview me sometime and I’ll tell you all my theories on the subject,’ Pat promised.


‘I may well take you up on that.’


Recovery development officers like Pat had their own experience of addiction. Pat had been quite open about hers – alcohol, with a good measure of cocaine thrown in. Her back story was as varied as any of the other women he’d met in the sessions he’d attended. What had struck him most during his visits was the mutual and safe support system the women had created for one another. This had given them the confidence to speak out and the stories of how they’d ended up in addiction were informative, if rarely pretty.


Many had involved manipulative and often violent men. Not dissimilar to the men Magnus had been interviewing for his current research. Watching Pat depart with the group’s allotted prison officer, he found himself contemplating giving her a call. Barlinnie wouldn’t be the only prison she’d visited, so her opinions on the uptake of education facilities could be useful.


At that point in his thoughts, Archie appeared.


‘Hey, Prof, you ready for the fray?’


‘Morning, Archie. I am.’


‘So it’s Old Alec this time?’


When Magnus nodded, Archie said in a serious voice, ‘Just remember, Old Alec’s a highly intelligent and skilled liar. That’s how he managed to rape and sexually abuse weans for years before he was caught.’


Archie wasn’t normally as blunt as that about his charges, so Magnus decided to take his warning seriously.


‘Thanks for the reminder,’ he said.


‘One other thing. He’s at the end of his sentence. Out in a couple of days. As a criminal profiler, you know all about modus operandi and the fantasy worlds men like Alec create for themselves.’ Archie looked Magnus in the eye. ‘In my opinion, McLaughlin won’t change his sexual habits, despite his age or all the qualifications he’s managed to acquire while inside.’


Passing the educational unit, Magnus saw the long line of men waiting to go in for the morning sessions, the majority of them wearing the red fleeces indicating they were convicted prisoners. The blue signified those on remand.


‘I’ve got a room for you in another block. As you can see, the Ed unit’s pretty full this morning.’


A few minutes later, Archie ushered Magnus into a small and sparsely furnished room where he found an elderly man waiting for him.


Magnus had chosen a selection of men to interview based on the length of their sentences and the educational courses they’d picked during their incarceration. Alec McLaughlin was one of the long-stay prisoners who’d worked his way through three Highers and on to degree level. Interestingly, the degree he had been taking through the Open University was in Magnus’s chosen area of psychology.


The white-haired man sporting a small, neatly trimmed beard was, according to his details, approaching sixty-one. The red cheeks, bulging waistline and welcoming smile only added to the image of a jolly Santa Claus, which was further enhanced by the red fleece.


As Magnus entered, his interviewee rose with some difficulty and, leaning on the walking stick in his right hand, extended his left in welcome.


‘Professor Pirie. Alec McLaughlin. I’m delighted to meet you. I am so enjoying reading your work on psychopathic personalities, especially your study of the Reborn dollmaker, Jeff Coulter.’


When Magnus didn’t immediately respond, he continued, ‘I wondered if you truly ever came to a decision on whether Coulter was a psychopathic personality, pretending to be ill. Or was he in fact in remission due to the drugs administered in hospital for a debilitating mental illness?’


It was a valid question, although not one Magnus particularly wanted to respond to. His whole research around Coulter had been to try and establish either a psychotic illness, treatable in part by medication, or an untreatable psychopathic personality.


Jeff Coulter had been imprisoned for killing his baby son. Locked up in Carstairs and treated with drugs, he had reinvented himself as the Reborn maker, fashioning realistic baby dolls modelled on actual photographs of dead infants for their grieving parents. His work and apparent rehabilitation had made him something of a cult figure. Magnus remembered Coulter’s Reborn workshop, the wall festooned with photographs of the dolls he had made, pictured with their loving and grateful parents.


It was a case that haunted Magnus to this day.


‘My conclusions are in the research paper, so I presume you know them already. Besides, I’m not here to discuss Jeff Coulter, but to talk to you about your studies.’


Alec sat back at this point and for a moment Magnus caught a disgruntled look, which was quickly masked.


‘So,’ Magnus began, ‘can you give me a potted history of your involvement with the educational unit here at Barlinnie?’


Alec did just that, succinctly and with occasional self-deprecating humour. He’d had very little formal education as a child, he told Magnus. Abandoned by his mother, he’d been put in a Catholic orphanage from the age of two to five.


‘Then my bitch of an aunt took me in. As for her husband . . . They had no kids of their own, so they could concentrate all their love on me,’ he said in a tone that suggested the experience had been anything but pleasant.


He’d skipped school a lot and suspected his various teachers were rather glad about that.


‘They said I was disruptive. I wonder why?’ He paused at that point as though he anticipated an interruption. When that didn’t happen, he continued.


‘I was in and out of short-term sentences. Back then, there wasn’t any desire to educate inmates in Her Majesty’s prisons. It wasn’t until I had a substantial sentence that that became a possibility. I started with the O-level equivalents in English and Maths and went on from there.’


He paused and examined Magnus. ‘Can I ask you a question, Professor Pirie?’


Magnus nodded. ‘Certainly.’


‘Why are you so interested in sexual offenders and their thirst for knowledge?’


Magnus wasn’t sure he had a straight answer to that, so instead he said, ‘May I turn the question round and ask why the more intelligent prisoners tend to be in here for sexual offences?’


Alec gave a little snort of derision.


‘In my childhood, so-called sexual offences, just like domestic violence, weren’t regarded as crimes. According to the Bible, women were created for the pleasure of men, and children and wives were the property of their husbands. To do with as they wished.’ He smiled. ‘Maybe the sexual offenders in here just haven’t caught up with the changing nature of society.’


‘But that doesn’t explain why, in general, they are so keen on education,’ Magnus tried.


‘Most men in here are Neanderthal in nature and have one set of thoughts and actions they repeat ad infinitum. Also, they don’t favour the educational unit, but in some misguided sense of moral superiority, they dislike those who do.’


They spoke for another ten minutes or so about Alec’s choice of psychology at degree level. After which Magnus was left with the idea that Alec was viewing his subject specialization as a training ground in mind manipulation, rather than as a way of understanding human behaviour.


By then Archie had reappeared.


‘Time’s up, guys.’


At this, Old Alec rose more swiftly and easily than at the beginning of their meeting, leading Magnus to think that his earlier difficulty had been merely for show.


‘So glad to speak with you, Professor Pirie,’ he said, as though he were the interviewer and Magnus the interviewee. ‘Next time let’s discuss that Catholic orphanage and what was regarded as right and wrong in there.’


Archie ushered Magnus out, leaving Alec with his own guard.


‘So,’ Archie said as they crossed the open space between the halls, ‘what did you think of Old Alec as a fellow psychologist?’


‘He’s as intelligent and manipulative as you led me to believe,’ Magnus told him.


‘Don’t know if you’re into true crime podcasts and documentaries, Professor. But I watched an American documentary where a paedophile priest in charge of a girls’ school gets himself a certificate in psychology which he then uses to manipulate the girls even more than he did with religion. I can’t help but think Old Alec, who the guys in here call Secret Santa, has something similar in mind when he gets out of here.’


‘He’ll be on the sex offenders list and monitored though, won’t he?’ Magnus said.


‘I’ve a feeling he’s already working out a way around that,’ Archie said. ‘And we’re probably helping him.’


They walked on in silence across the now-deserted yards to the high wall and exit door. The clunk of the lock just served to remind Magnus of the imminent departure of Old Alec, released back into the world again. A world he hadn’t been in for close on fifteen years.


As Archie said goodbye before ushering Magnus through, he gave him his final thoughts on the matter.


‘You know this idea that men who abuse children do it because they were abused themselves? Well, just imagine if all the girls and women who’ve ever been abused decided to do the same? Where would we all be then, Professor?’
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Karen checked her watch for the umpteenth time. Was she going or wasn’t she? Her indecision had grown with each passing moment. She’d risen at the usual time, determined to go, despite having had so little sleep.


In fact, her brain had been turning like a concrete mixer all night, churning memories and thoughts together much like it had done after Jack’s death. The problem was, occasionally there was a moment when she thought that what she was remembering might be the truth.


It was as though the imagined sighting of the crow in her sitting room, followed by the dead shadow of Toby, had opened a gate to the past. Just a little, but enough to tell her that there was more to come.


And that was what Karen was afraid of.


The kettle having boiled, she made herself a mug of tea and switched on the radio. It had been her lifeline since Jack died. It provided voices to listen to rather than focusing on her own traumatized thoughts. If it hadn’t been for the radio, her drinking would have been even worse than it had been. And that was bad enough.


She’d started drinking as Jack’s health had deteriorated. It had been the way she got through the days and the nights. Jack, in his dementia, had swiftly forgotten who she was. Every attempted conversation had left Karen with the feeling that they had never met. That she was as much a stranger to their life together as he undoubtedly was.


That maybe she wasn’t even real.


But occasionally, just occasionally, the light in his eyes would shine and he would see her again and say her name. My Karen. Those moments were precious but grew few and far between.


Alcohol had blurred the horror of her world enough for her to deal with it. Plus she kept telling herself that there was a way out for her. When Jack went, she could go too. But, in the interim, she had to stay alive to look after Jack. And to do that she needed to drink. After he went from her, she would be free to choose her own end.


She’d carried on, though, after Jack died, drinking even more, putting off her decision on what would happen next. The days and nights met one another in an endless cycle until, one morning, she made up her mind to stop. It had happened after a particularly powerful dream featuring Jack. Not the frightened Jack who didn’t recognize her, but the real Jack. Her Jack.


‘What are we going to do about you?’ he’d said. ‘Well, first things first. You’re not a drinker, Karen. Never have been. Tomorrow you’re going back to being you.’


So she’d tried, because Jack told her to.


The memory of that dream and Jack’s words had taken her as far as the recovery cafe. The women she’d met there had done the rest.


With her mind made up to go to today’s gathering, Karen carried her mug to the sink to rinse it. As she did so, the news bulletin came on the radio. Karen paused in her reach to switch it off, knowing the announcer was saying something she had to hear.


And there it was.


A child’s body had been unearthed on moorland south of Glasgow. It was thought that it may have been buried there for up to fifty years.


Fifty years. A lifetime.


As her thoughts swung back in time, Karen knew. This was what yesterday had all been about. The rush of memories, both good and terrifyingly bad. The knowing that something was about to happen. The certainty, by the images alone, that it had something to do with Mary.


And here it was.


As the mug slipped from her hand, Karen watched the remaining tea fan out like blood and thought of Mary’s disappearance, and her own part in it.
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McNab emerged after his workout, not convinced that a gym membership was doing anything for his love life or his career.


No time for early-morning sex any more and he was already knackered by the time he got to work.


It was his colleague DS Janice Clark’s remark that he’d put on a few pounds recently that had forced him down this road. McNab liked to blame his current contented love life for his lapse into the fat bastard model of himself. Plus he hadn’t run after, or run away from, some mad Glasgow headbanger for a while, which could mean he was out of condition . . . but only just.


So he’d taken up his SPRA membership and joined a gym as close to the police station as possible. When he’d told Ellie of his decision, he’d been shocked to note the smile of satisfaction on her face. Which meant she already thought he was a fat bastard, or she no longer looked forward to their morning couplings.


When McNab had pointed out he would have to rise pretty early to fit in the gym before work, thus depriving Ellie of his company, she’d merely laughed.


‘Going to the gym will give you more energy,’ had been her reply. Which sounded okay in principle, although the only result for McNab so far was a desire for more sleep and pains in muscles he’d forgotten he possessed.


Also, why did Ellie think he required more energy?


There were compensations, however. From his experience of being in public spaces, he was wont to spend far too much time scanning for faces he recognized from the Glasgow criminal underworld, usually identifying at least one. Happily, he was yet to spot anyone in that category during his early-morning workouts, although there were some very attractive ladies also pumping iron.


McNab hadn’t mentioned the eye candy to Ellie because, let’s face it, he had no intention of following up on any of it. Still, their presence did, if he was honest, urge him to work harder when he was there.


The after-workout swim followed by a hot shower was then enhanced by two double espressos from the machine in the cafe, and he was ready for the day. Hence he’d arrived bright and sparkly at the station this morning, which was causing the desk sergeant to crease his brows in consternation.


‘I’m not sure I like this version of you,’ he said.


‘You can’t please everyone all of the time,’ was McNab’s retort. ‘What’s happening?’


The sergeant continued to scan McNab as though he were a fake version of himself.


‘A lot. Dr MacLeod unearthed a body on moorland south of Glasgow.’


Whatever he’d expected in today’s news, it hadn’t been that.


‘Is it anyone we’re looking for?’ McNab said, immediately thinking of the current status of organized crime in the city.


‘Strategy meeting on it shortly. Best go up there and find out.’


McNab took a detour past his desk to check if his partner, DS Clark, was about. Janice was seated in front of her computer, staring at something she obviously found interesting.


McNab took a look over her shoulder to discover it was an article about bog bodies with a gruesome photograph of a twisted, blackened corpse lying in a grave.


‘You’ve heard, then,’ she said, catching sight of McNab and sitting back to give him a better view.


‘If it’s one as old as that,’ McNab said, ‘then we’re not involved. No one left alive to jail for it.’


Janice gave him one of her withering looks, of which there were a multitude to choose from.


‘Word is there was a plastic bag under the head. So a little nearer our time,’ she told him.


‘Mmmm. A time-frame clue. No longer available once we ban all plastic bags in this brave new green world.’


By the look on Janice’s face, his attempt at humour wasn’t welcome in the circumstances, which might suggest she already knew more about this than he did, a thought McNab wasn’t comfortable with.


‘Let’s go,’ he said.


The room was already busy, most of the assembled audience studying the visuals of the excavation site. McNab was a little taken aback by the images of the body. Although it was a similar colour to the one on Janice’s screen, that was, to his mind, where the similarity ended.


The child-size body wasn’t twisted into a weird shape like the bog man, but had been laid out on its back, with the head placed on what had to be a makeshift plastic bag pillow. A pillow that was revealed in other images to have contained clothes.


And if the clothing belonged to the victim, the body was that of a young girl. Suddenly McNab’s earlier jokes regarding bog bodies seemed totally inappropriate.


The impact of the photographs on the officers in the room was palpable. Any abduction of a child was horrific. The discovery of their remains even more so.


The boss appeared at that point to give them an update. On DI Wilson’s entry the babble of voices fell silent.


‘As you’re no doubt aware, we received a report yesterday from Julie Black, a wild swimmer who, with her partner Dougal Thompson, discovered what they thought was a human hand protruding from an exposed peat bank at Advie Lochan, south of Glasgow. An officer confirmed the sighting and Dr MacLeod began an excavation of the site, the result of which is shown here.’


He continued, ‘The remains are mummified due to the chemistry of the location. Raised bogs are fairly rare now in Scotland. Bog bodies, as you probably know, have been found across Europe and identified as being thousands of years old. However, not in this case.


‘Plastic bags began being issued in supermarkets in 1965, which provides us with a much more recent time frame. The clothing in the bag included what looks like a white confirmation dress, tiara with veil and black shoes, suggesting the child, probably a girl but yet to be confirmed, may have been abducted sometime close to when she had taken her confirmation, which gives us another lead. However, there is no firm evidence at the moment that these are in fact the victim’s clothes.


‘From 1965 onwards a number of children have disappeared across the UK. Without another explanation for their disappearance, we must assume the probability that they were abducted and killed.


‘There are a few Scottish ones among these, but we can’t say for definite that this child wasn’t taken from elsewhere in the UK and brought north of the border for burial.


‘The post-mortem will hopefully provide us with more, and Dr MacLeod is back on site at the moment so there may be further forensic detail to follow. I want the identification of this child to be a top priority. So let’s get on with it.’


The boss’s look fastened on McNab and Janice at this point, indicating he wanted to speak to them in his office.


Once in and the door closed, he said, ‘I’d like you two to visit Jimmy McCreadie, who was a DI around the time we’re looking at and dealt with a missing child enquiry. I spoke to him on the phone earlier and he’s happy to talk to you. Unfortunately, a number of the investigation files on missing persons around then were lost or destroyed, so anything he can tell you may prove invaluable.’


McNab tried to do a mental calculation on the age of the old bloke they were about to visit.


As though reading his mind, the boss said, ‘Jimmy was the youngest DI on the force, but he managed to annoy the big brass by doing his own thing. He succeeded in getting himself demoted, took umbrage at that, departed the police and joined Special Forces instead. Despite all that he became a bit of a legend for the cases he broke open back in the day.’


The boss’s expression directed at McNab said even more than the words, alluding, as he suspected they did, to his own demotion from DI to DS in the wake of the Stonewarrior case. He, however, hadn’t left the force, although he’d contemplated it at the time. If DI Wilson hadn’t been his boss, he likely would have.


‘Did he say anything on the phone we should know about?’ McNab said.


‘He asked if the body was that of a girl wearing a confirmation dress.’
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