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  To Ezrah, aged two, who slowed down this book’s arrival but made it all worthwhile.




  CHAPTER 1


  Los Feliz was hip, that’s what they said. Happening. Caleb guessed he knew what that meant, probably. It was a white kind of hip; not cool exactly, but nice, definitely one of the better places to live in Los Angeles. Better than Culver City, that was for sure. It was laid-back and busy, always new places opening but still had the old joints that had been around for ever, like the Dresden and the Vintage film theatre. Is that what they meant? Whoever they were.


  Los Feliz was immediately below Griffith Park and just east of Hollywood in central LA. It was a neighbourhood where people actually walked. Not like Beverly Hills Gateway or Trousdale, where Caleb would most likely get arrested for walking. Or like Westmont or Chesterfield Square, where he might get shot. It was okay. Safe. Nice. Hip.


  The big bonus was that it was the kind of neighbour-hood where he could actually walk onto someone’s lawn without the cops getting called or a dog getting set on him. That was important because lawns were his business.


  It wasn’t exactly a career and he didn’t plan on doing it for ever, but for now it meant cash to put him through school. It meant enough green that he could help out his mom and, on a good week, still spring for burgers for two on a Saturday night at HiHo if Lacey could get the night off.


  He was saving the planet too. One lawn at a time.


  Caleb’s job was simple. And hot and hard and dull. He’d cycle around in search of front yards where the owners were respecting the drought and not watering their lawns. He thanked them for it by way of a patronising little sign that was supposed to encourage the neighbours to do the same. Every sign meant money.


  Los Feliz was one of the areas that could be relied on to give a damn, so it was good pickings most weeks. Liberal lawns, that was what was really making America great again. He’d spend five days working every street within the Los Feliz boundaries, North Western Avenue to Hyperion, Loz Feliz Boulevard to Fountain. The next week, he’d cross the freeway and tour Atwater Village. The next two weeks it would be the sprawl of Silverlake. Just him and his second-hand Schwinn and as many signs as he could get into his backpack.


  Loz Feliz was his favourite of the three neighbourhoods. No hassle, traffic okay by LA standards, good people and the bonus option of an occasional lunch break in the shade of Griffith Observatory when he had the time to make the trek up.


  He wasn’t sure he’d want to live here even supposing he ever had the money, and that wasn’t too likely. Sure it was nice and all, big houses, a cool place to hang out, but it just didn’t seem like a place he’d live. It was too quiet and that would drive him crazy. He’d need to hear folks yelling at each other or it wouldn’t seem like home at all. Still, all Caleb cared was that it was good for his wallet and most weeks it was.


  He was on Finley Avenue now, going east to west towards the bars and restaurants on North Vermont. He’d walk, cycle, walk, whatever it took. Most times he could tell from the saddle if the selfish assholes had soaked their lawns, seeing them lush and cursing them. The section between Hillhurst and Vermont was usually good for a couple of stakes though, so he was on foot, pushing the Schwinn and with Drake banging out into his headphones.


  Watered. Soaked. Hosed. Wait, there. Dry and bare. Nice.


  The house was just back off the street, dark wooden timber and white sills, with a square of parched lawn gasping in the heat of the afternoon sun. There was no sign of anyone around, no gate, no fence, just an easy two strides from the sidewalk to the grass. Caleb laid down his bike and slipped the pack off his back.


  He positioned the small stake on the faded turf and drove it into the baked earth with two blows of his mallet. The sign was forced grudgingly through what was left of the grass, its message displayed to the neighbourhood.


  Job done, Caleb paused for a moment to admire his work. He didn’t really care all that much about the message. It was a good thing, he guessed, but he was more interested in the fact that twenty signs, all verified by photographs from his phone, meant sixty dollars. The message meant money.


  He slipped his phone from his back pocket, stepped back to get the house into full view and took the photograph. The lawn was suitably dry, a bleached shade of grass that he liked to call dollar green.


  He knew the wording on the sign by heart and could even recite it backwards if called upon to do so.


  You’re awesome. Your neighbourhood thanks you for not watering your lawn during this drought. You’re saving everyone else, not just water.


  Caleb took another photograph, making sure he got the house number in clearly this time. It was slightly shabby for this part of town, a millionaire dressed like a tramp, curtains drawn and a set of shutters closed. It could have done with a lick of paint too. Still, at least the owner was helping save water by letting his lawn go to seed.


  Caleb could tell how long it had been since a lawn had been watered, it was like his own science. Even under a September sun, it didn’t take long at all for the blades to turn towards yellow and the moisture to be sucked from the earth. Five days this had been, that was his best guess. Six at the most.


  Maybe that doesn’t sound long, but in Sprinklerville it was an age. For the grass, it was a lifetime. For Caleb it was three bucks.


  ‘You’re awesome.’


  Yeah, awesome. Fool couldn’t even find the time to open the curtains properly and let some light inside.


  Caleb bent to pick up his bag of signs and was on the rise when, from the corner of his eye, he saw someone move between the slight gap in the curtains. This could be bad – people weren’t always best pleased to have something stuck in their lawn unasked. It might even mean losing the three bucks.


  He froze, mid-rise, and tried to wait it out, hoping he hadn’t been seen. Not that he was doing anything wrong, but he hadn’t exactly asked permission either and didn’t want some crazy with a shotgun rushing out and yelling at him to get off his lawn. It seemed okay, the door didn’t open and no one banged on the window.


  When he stood fully, he couldn’t see anyone. Maybe he’d imagined it. No. Wait. There it was again, movement, definitely. He held up a hand in apology or greeting or something, he wasn’t quite sure what. No one waved back.


  He took half a step away but was drawn back immediately as he saw a dark shape dance in the shard of light that split the drawn curtains. It wasn’t a person, but what the hell was it? He edged closer, seeing the shape sway and change direction. Caleb strode warily across the lawn until he was just a few feet from the window and could make out the shape. It was flies, a business of them, flitting across the window pane as one.


  He couldn’t say quite why, but they freaked him. So many of them and so agitated. He moved till he was right at the window and saw them close up through the glass. Eight, no nine, of them were on the pane, their spindly legs scratching at the surface. At least another twenty of their brothers and sisters fogged the air.


  Caleb slowly removed his headphones and could hear them clearly, buzzing like an army of tiny electric saws. This was wrong. Weird. His skin bristled and his heart pumped faster.


  He pressed himself up against the glass, making an angle so he could see more of the room through the gap. He saw nothing but furniture and paintings, nothing until he followed his eyes and his instincts, seeing where the flies were thickest.


  There was something on the floor below him, a shape immediately recognisable yet unbelievable. Caleb’s breath exploded onto the window pane in shock.


  There was a body lying on the floor.


  Face up. Mouth open. Skin grey and purple. Flies everywhere.




  


  CHAPTER 2


  It was one of those rare and unpleasant September nights in Glasgow when it was warm as well as wet. Humid. Close, as the vernacular would have it. Cool and cold rain they were used to, very used to. Warm rain might have sounded better but it wasn’t.


  People were splashing along Paisley Road West trying to avoid the worst of it but stewing under raincoats, brows slick with sweat as well as the downpour. Detective Inspector Rachel Narey sat in her car yards from the corner of Lorne Street and watched them scurry. People covered up for the rain wasn’t helping. She wanted, needed, to see them – heads and all. It was the only way it could possibly work. If it could work at all.


  Her husband and daughter were home and dry, a few miles across the river on the other side of the city. She glanced at the dashboard clock, guessing that Tony might be reading Allana a bedtime story and felt a familiar pang of guilt at missing out. Sure, it came with the job, but this time was worse because it was voluntary.


  No one was making her sit listening to the rain bounce off the car roof, and no one was paying her to do it. This was unpaid overtime of her own choosing.


  Tony, to his credit, didn’t mind. Or if he did, he made a good job of not showing it. God knows if anyone knew what she was like, it was him. Dogs with bones didn’t have a look in.


  She’d never been one for giving up on a case even when she was told, ordered even, to leave it alone. Not if it got under her skin.


  There. The figure lurching out of the Grapes. He was about the right height and build, collar up, head down, bald head shining under the streetlight. Surely. But no, just as she convinced herself it was him, the man lifted his head and she saw that it wasn’t. The adrenalin left her like a disappointed lover.


  As the man neared her car, he caught her gaze and mouthed a clear ‘what the fuck you looking at’ as he passed. He took a further couple of unsteady steps, still glaring back over his shoulders, before feeling he’d made his point and stomping towards home and the waiting arms of his loved ones.


  This wasn’t going to work. She had to be sure and be unseen. And she’d have to be quick.


  The puddle splashers came and went. A steady stream of them to and from the Grapes and the Bellrock across the way, and in and out of the takeaways. They came in ones and twos and bigger groups that she didn’t much like the look of at all. If he was in one of those then she’d have a decision to make.


  This time of night was always a feeding frenzy in Glasgow. No self-respecting Weegie could go home without filling his or her stomach with salt, grease and congealed fats. The city’s eating habits had undergone a massive overhaul – you could get deep-fried quinoa and avocado these days – but it was back to the tried and tested after shutting time.


  Narey was parked just a few yards from Chicken Choice, purveyor of late-night fried poultry for the discerning inebriate. You didn’t have to be drunk to eat there but it helped.


  Crucially, her few yards’ dash through the rain would be considerably shorter than the walk from the Grapes. As long as she saw him in good time then she’d be inside comfortably before he was. She just had to recognise him.


  As she thought it, two men emerged from the pub. One short and slim, swaying under the streetlight, the other much more like what she was looking for. Tall, broad and bullet-headed. It could be him.


  The two men parted company with an attempted hug that turned into waves goodbye. The smaller man headed towards town but the larger one had chicken on his mind. Narey was sure it was him.


  In one movement, she got out of the car, head down, swung the door closed and clicked it shut as she walked away. She was in Chicken Choice and shaking off the rain before the big guy had got halfway there. She turned away from the door and made a show of looking up at the menu. When she heard the heavy footsteps in the doorway, she knew he’d only be able to see the back of her head. She listened to the sound of his coat flapping and the raindrops falling from it.


  ‘What can I get you?’ The server was an older man, sparse grey hair on his head.


  ‘I’ll have the peri-peri chicken for two, salad with one of them.’


  She wondered if the newcomer at the door would recognise her voice. She certainly liked to think so, hoped he was looking at the back of her head right now with a sinking heart. She made him wait, listening for the sound of his footsteps in case he decided to leave. She heard none.


  Narey turned as casually as she could, just straightening up after surveying the menu board. She even feigned slight surprise at seeing him standing in the queue. He didn’t look at all happy to see her.


  Tam Harkness had an odd but not unusual shape, not for Glasgow anyway. Fat from the food and muscly from the gym, his body bulged in podginess and in tone. He was all belly and biceps, topped by a neck last seen on a gorilla and a shaved head punctured with a prominent, throbbing vein. She couldn’t see the tattoos on his forearms but knew they proclaimed his love for his football team and his mother. She must have been very proud.


  ‘This is harassment. I’m phoning my lawyer first thing in the morning. This is fucking harassment.’


  ‘Harassment? Buying chicken is harassment? Let me give you a bit of advice, Tam. Save yourself the hassle and the money. Your lawyer will be laughing up his sleeve as he bills you. I’m buying chicken.’


  ‘You’re following me!”


  ‘I was here before you were. That’s not following.’


  He took a step forward, his bulky frame towering over her.


  ‘You knew I was going to be here.’


  ‘You’re sounding very paranoid. Is that the result of a guilty conscience?’


  ‘Bullshit!’


  Narey could see the look of concern on the face of the man behind the counter. She hoped he wasn’t thinking of calling the police. That wouldn’t help things at all.


  ‘I don’t think it’s bullshit, Tam. It’s only natural you’d have a guilty conscience after harming your girlfriend.’


  His eyes widened and his cheeks flared red. The vein on the side of his temple throbbed louder than before.


  ‘I’ve told you. I’ve told you a fucking hundred times, I don’t know where she is! I had nothing to do with her disappearing!’


  He was rattled, angry and losing control. Just as she’d wanted.


  ‘Did you think I was talking about Eloise? Oh, I’m sorry. I was talking about Alison Dodds. You remember, you broke her arm and two of her fingers. You left her with a black eye and bruised cheekbone. I was talking about your other ex-girlfriend. Unless you’d rather talk about Eloise?’


  ‘Get tae fuck!’


  ‘Please!’ The man behind the counter was scared now. ‘I don’t want any trouble. Please, sir. Go now.’


  ‘I’m no fucking going anywhere,’ Harkness bellowed. ‘I’ve not done nothing. I’m staying. She can get the fuck out.’


  ‘Please, sir. I’m going to call the police.’


  Narey was ready for that and had her warrant card held high for him to see. ‘I am the police, sir. As this gentleman knows very well. There won’t be any trouble, I can assure you.’ She turned to face Harkness again. ‘So, seeing as you brought up Eloise, let’s talk about her.’


  ‘Fuck off.’


  ‘We will find out what happened to her, Tam. You know that, don’t you?’


  He stood taller, his mouth twitching. ‘Well, I hope so.’


  ‘Do you?’


  He was breathing harder, talking through gritted teeth. ‘’Course I do.’


  Narey turned her head back to the counter, where the shop worker stood open-mouthed. ‘Do you know the name Eloise Gray? Young woman from Cardonald who went missing five months back? It was all over the papers and television. Her blood found next to her parked car. You remember?’


  The older man nodded warily, his eyes switching between Narey and Harkness.


  ‘You’ll have seen all the searches that were done, the door-to-door interviews, the appeals and the reconstruction. You maybe read how we ran checks, but her bank account had never been touched, her emails never read, her phone never used or found. Maybe you heard how a man was pulled in for questioning, a prime suspect, no less. But how we had to let him go.’


  The shopworker shrugged, scared.


  ‘You see, this gentleman here is Thomas Harkness. Tam used to be Eloise’s boyfriend. She broke up with him after he slapped her around, chipped one of her teeth with a backhander. Isn’t that right, Tam?’


  He just glared, trapped by the conversation.


  ‘Tam here didn’t take it too well when she ended it. Sent her threatening texts, said he’d hit her harder. Said he’d make her sorry she’d treated him like that. Then she disappeared. All that was left was her blood and her abandoned car. Doesn’t look good, does it?’


  The older man looked at Harkness, clearly intimidated by his size and belligerence, deliberating before making the slightest shrug of his shoulders that he could get away with.


  ‘Oh it doesn’t. Trust me. I’ve been doing this job a long time. Someone who does what Tam did to a woman, he’s done it before and he’ll do it again. And again. Can’t help themselves, men like Tam. And they can’t take the rejection. Their poor little egos can’t handle it. They build themselves up into such a rage that they can’t do anything else except explode. I’m betting you practised screaming at the mirror, didn’t you Tam?’


  Harkness moved closer, eyes bulging, his neck red as the blood pulsed, his face contorted into a picture of hate. She felt his breath on her face, smelling beer, cigarettes and bile.


  ‘You don’t know me.’


  ‘Oh yes I do. I know you and I know your type. Coward. Bully. Thug. Those steroids you take for the gym won’t be helping with the rage either. I bet you’re just busting to lash out right now, aren’t you? Aren’t you, Tam?’


  He clearly was but settled for leaning further forward again to snarl in her face, flecks of spittle landing on her cheek. ‘I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction of hitting you.’


  ‘But you want to.’


  ‘Aye, but that’s no a crime. Not wanting to. You want it so you can arrest me and save you the bother of fitting me up like you’ve been trying to do. I’m no that stupid.’


  She whispered. ‘I think maybe you are.’


  He took a step back to give himself some room and seemed on the verge of proving her right. She steeled herself but the blow didn’t come. Instead he grabbed his right forearm with his left hand and held on.


  ‘What happened to Eloise, Tam? Is she dead?’


  ‘How do I know? So there was blood but that doesn’t mean anything. She could have just cut herself. She’s just done a runner. Probably off with her new fancy man. Or if something’s happened to her then it’s him.’


  The fancy man. The mystery beau. The unknown stranger who was the unseen witness for the defence. Eloise had told friends how she’d met someone, a school-teacher named Jamie. She hadn’t dated him but was keen to. He seemed lovely, kind and caring and liked all the things she did. Dogs, hill-climbing, old movies and Oasis. The fancy man had ticked all the boxes. Harkness’s lawyers were, of course, all over this.


  The only problem was that no one could find Jamie. Narey’s team had asked for a surname but none of her friends knew it. They contacted every school in the central belt and there wasn’t one teacher named Jamie. There were nine named James in its various forms but none of them admitted to going by Jamie, none of them claimed a passion for classic movies or fitted the fair-haired, six-foot, blue-eyed description.


  Jamie was their main lead other than Harkness but it got them nowhere. Some suggested that Eloise had just made him up, that she was trying to convince her friends that things were better for her than they were. Her friends insisted she wouldn’t have done that.


  Some of the squad latched onto Jamie, drawing comparisons with the Suzy Lamplugh case from the mid-1980s in London. The young estate agent disappeared after going to show a house to a client she’d referred to as Mr Kipper and was later declared dead, presumed murdered. Jamie was their Mr Kipper, that was the way many saw it.


  Narey didn’t rule it out but she was focused on the devil she knew. Harkness had previous, Harkness had motive, Harkness had threatened her. Harkness was someone she could go after.


  ‘It’s him you should be looking for,’ he was telling her. ‘Find that Jamie character and you’ll find her. She’s run off with this guy.’


  Narey snorted. ‘No chance and you know it. Eloise’s mum was in hospital. Treatment for blood cancer. There’s no way Eloise would have disappeared and left her like that. She and her mum were really close. She visited twice a day every day. You really expect us to believe she’d leave her?’


  ‘I don’t know. He’s killed her then. Whatever, it’s nothing to do with me.’


  She pursed her lips as if considering that. ‘And of course, nothing to do with you that her mother took a turn for the worse, sick from worry, and that she ended up in intensive care.’


  ‘No, nothing. And she pulled through.’


  ‘Yes, she did. And now she lives every day in the knowledge that someone murdered her daughter.’


  She’d held the word back deliberately, saving it for maximum impact. He reacted as if it were a red-hot poker and she’d just rammed it up his arse.


  ‘You can’t . . . I didn’t. I liked Eloise. I really liked her.’


  ‘Yeah. That’s why you smashed her in the mouth. That’s why you threatened her. That’s why you told her you’d make her sorry. Is that how much you liked her, Tam?’


  The man’s mouth started making words that he couldn’t finish, managing just guttural sounds instead. He jabbed his finger at her repeatedly, backing towards the door as he did so. His eyes were reddening and, for a moment, she thought he was going to cry.


  Job done. Sort of.


  She turned back to the man at the counter, who was standing with his hands spread wide.


  ‘Sorry about that. It looks like I’ve just cost you a customer. I guess you never know who you’re going to bump into when you’re buying supper.’


  ‘It’s okay,’ he told her graciously. ‘I’m thinking maybe he wasn’t a good customer anyway.’


  ‘No,’ she agreed. ‘Not good at all.’


  *


   Narey drove for a few minutes until she spotted a figure sheltering from the rain in a shop doorway. One glance was enough to know he was intending to bed down there for the night. She parked and got out of the car, striding quickly through the rain.


  He saw her coming, just a kid, probably no more than seventeen, grey skin and panda patches around wary eyes. She’d no doubt that his street radar had pegged her immediately as a cop.


  ‘It’s okay. I’m not here to hassle you. Nothing like that.’


  He was still cautious, ready to spring up and grab the handful of belongings that were stuffed into a scruffy backpack, but he didn’t run. She walked with the plastic carrier bag in front of her and he eyed it up, doubtless able to smell the contents.


  ‘Want this? From the chicken place up the road. Just made and still hot.’


  The boy’s brows furrowed. ‘What’s wrong with it?’


  ‘Well, it’s high in trans fats and saturates, has far too much sugar and salt and it will play havoc with your blood cholesterol. But it will probably taste good.’


  He was still confused. ‘Why did you buy it if you don’t want it?’


  She smiled. ‘I just lost my appetite.’




  


  CHAPTER 3


  The kid was still in the garden of the house on Finley when the cop car rolled in. He stood where he’d called from, pale and scared, a set of headphones around his neck, obeying the emergency operator’s orders not to move.


  The uniforms eased their way out of the car like it was a Sunday morning.


  ‘You Caleb?’


  The boy nodded then thought better of it. ‘Yes, sir.’


  Kovacic made for the kid while Rojo headed to the window.


  ‘What were you doing here?’ It sounded like an accusation because it was.


  ‘Working.’


  ‘Working for the homeowner?’


  ‘No.’


  Kovacic – broad, bulky and close-cropped – furrowed his brows and stared. ‘Then who you working for?’


  ‘A company – nViron. They pay me to check folk’s lawns. I look for ones that don’t use too much water and put up a thank-you sign.’ He gestured over the cop’s shoulder to the back of the sign he’d staked earlier.


  The cop shook his head, sighed heavily and produced a notebook. ‘Spell it. The company.’


  ‘Small n, capital v, iron.’


  Kovacic looked up from his pad. ‘That’s not a word. You don’t spell like that. I hope you got a number for them so I can check your story.’


  Caleb held up one of the signs from his bag: nViron, the company’s number below it. Kovacic scowled and jotted it down. ‘What’s your full name?’


  ‘Caleb Ashton Washington.’


  ‘You got a real job?’


  ‘Just this.’


  Kovacic stared hard. ‘Address.’


  Caleb gave it and the cop called it in. ‘You don’t go anywhere till that comes back exactly as you say it is. Understand?’


  ‘I just found the guy,’ Caleb protested. ‘I saw him lying there and called the cops. What else should I have done?’


  ‘You go around looking in people’s windows?’ Kovacic shouted. ‘Casing the joint or are you some kind of creep? Maybe something worse.’


  Scared, Caleb began to stammer out denials, cut off only by the other cop striding over and pushing himself between Caleb and Kovacic. Rojo walked his partner a few yards away.


  ‘What are you doing, Mario? The kid’s shitting himself.’


  Kovacic grinned. ‘Just busting his balls. Because I can. And because I was waiting on you.’


  ‘Not because he’s black?’


  ‘Fuck you. What’s going on inside?’


  ‘One dead guy. No sign of foul play. I’m guessing he’s been deceased a few days. Neighbours say the homeowner is an Ethan Garland. Late fifties, lives alone, keeps himself to himself. They don’t know much about him. Say he’s lived here ten years, works from home, something to do with online magazines.’


  ‘We going in?’


  ‘CSI are on their way but they could easy be a couple of hours. No reason to wait. Don’t want to deprive you of the chance to break a door down.’


  Kovacic smiled. ‘Let me at it.’


  It took just seconds for the burly cop to smash through the lock and the door to fly back on its hinges. They stepped inside, cutting through a haze of dust motes swirling in the sudden burst of sunlight. They smelled death immediately.


  ‘Man . . .’ Kovacic groaned. ‘The stink. A stiff in near a hundred degrees. We don’t get paid enough for this. Annie’s making black risotto tonight and this is killing my appetite.’


  ‘Mario, it’s why we get paid,’ Rojo reminded him. ‘Let’s just get on with it.’


  They moved from the hallway to the backlit murkiness of the room facing the street. Standing in the doorway, they saw that the curtains screened the strong daylight rather than shut it out. A shard of sunlight cut through the middle of the gloom like a laser, showing dust and flies dancing together. Rojo flicked a light switch to avoid tripping over anything but they could have found their way to the body blindfolded.


  The neighbours had described Ethan Garland as being in his late fifties, stocky, broad-shouldered build with receding fair hair and glasses. The bloated corpse on the floor was either Garland or someone impersonating him.


  ‘Jesus, I hate it when they’ve been unattended,’ Kovacic moaned. ‘We don’t get paid—’


  ‘You said.’


  Rojo couldn’t argue with the sentiment. The stench of the putrefaction was almost overwhelming and the trail where foam-filled blood had leaked from the mouth and nose was enough to turn even a strong stomach, and his partner didn’t have one of those. Kovacic backed off, leaving Rojo to examine the body.


  He knelt, a handkerchief covering his mouth, and examined the body without disturbing it. He’d seen enough corpses that he could do his job but not so many that it didn’t still affect him. When that day came, he figured it would be his cue to quit and work mall security.


  There was no sign of trauma, no visible injuries or wounds. There had been no indication of a break-in. Nothing suspicious at all. The man was dressed in light brown chinos, now stained darker round the groin, and a white short-sleeved shirt hanging loose at the waist. His spectacles lay halfway off his face.


  ‘Heart attack,’ Rojo conjectured aloud. ‘Most likely. Maybe a brain haemorrhage or a blood clot. Heart attack most likely though.’


  ‘Charlie,’ Kovacic called to his partner. ‘Take a look at this.’


  Carlos Rojo looked up, irritated at the interruption. ‘What?’ He followed the other cop’s gaze, seeing a number of framed pieces on the wall. ‘Art? Didn’t think that was your thing.’


  ‘It’s not. But this ain’t art. Like I said, take a look.’


  Rojo caught the tone in the other cop’s voice this time and huffed his way to his feet. Kovacic was standing before a thick black frame. Behind the glass, a black Jack Daniel’s T-shirt was pinned to the canvas.


  ‘Who’d frame that?’


  ‘Read the plaque,’ Kovacic told him, before taking a couple of paces to his right where the next frame hung.


  Rojo read the engraved gold plaque screwed to the wall as if they were in some art gallery.


  ‘Shirt worn by Richard Ramirez aka the Night Stalker.’


  There was a black and white photograph in the bottom right-hand corner of the frame. Ramirez, flinty cheekbones and piercing stare under the tangle of dark hair, being led into court with a detective on each arm. He was wearing a Jack Daniel’s T-shirt. White lettering reading: Old Time. Old No. 7 brand. Tennessee Sour Mash Whiskey.


  Rojo hadn’t gotten close to getting his head around the T-shirt when Kovacic’s voice pulled him away.


  ‘And there’s this. Christ, Charlie, check this out.’


  Rojo moved towards him while still looking back at the worn T-shirt under glass. He nearly walked into Kovacic, who was standing in front of another object hung on the wall.


  The square frame was black ash, in stark contrast with the pure white canvas behind. It took Rojo a moment to work out what he was looking at, just a curl of dark on a second, raised white mount in the middle of the piece. It was a curl of hair. The attached plaque told him whose.


  ‘Charles Manson.’


  ‘The fuck?’


  ‘Right?’ Kovacic felt vindicated. ‘There’s more. Check out the clown.’


  Rojo did. The painting was garish, heavy-handed daubs of red, white and blue. A heavyweight clown in red stripes, the white podgy face swathed in blue at the eyes and red at the mouth. There was no plaque on this one, just the artist’s signature at bottom left. J. W. GACY.


  ‘Gacy. John Wayne fucking Gacy. What is this, Charlie?’


  Rojo lifted his shoulders. ‘He’s a collector, I guess.’


  ‘A collector? What’s wrong with fucking stamps or baseball cards?’


  ‘Damned if I know, but today it’s going to be someone else’s problem.’


  Kovacic turned to him. ‘You’re not calling this in? Are you kidding me? You said yourself it’s a heart attack. We don’t need help with this.’


  ‘This . . .’ Rojo waved an arm at the wall. ‘This changes it and you know it. This is weird shit, Mario. And given we have a body, it gets to be someone else’s weird shit.’


  *


   It was half an hour before Detectives Bryan Salgado and Cally O’Neill got to the property on Finley. That was partly down to the inevitable LA traffic, officially the world’s worst, but also because Salgado and O’Neill weren’t exactly busting a gut to get to a heart attack victim.


  Rojo met them at the front door.


  ‘This better be good, Carlos. Forensics say it’s natural causes.’


  Salgado was long and lean, well dressed in a blue suit and tie over a white shirt, a pair of Gucci aviators over his eyes. At six four, he towered over O’Neill and contrasted with her pale skin and red hair pulled tightly back on her head, just as his tailored clothes contrasted with her functional black trouser suit and blouse.


  ‘Yeah, well, I’m sure forensics is right,’ Rojo told him. ‘It’s the other stuff.’


  ‘What other stuff? The message I got was there was some weird shit on the walls. Unless the weird shit killed him, I’m not sure why we’re here.’


  ‘Tell us the weird shit killed him, Carlos,’ O’Neill chimed in. ‘Please tell us it was the weird shit. Is today going to go all X-Files?’


  Rojo closed his eyes and slowly shook his head. ‘Why didn’t they send someone else? As if the smell isn’t bad enough, I have to listen to you two play Mulder and Scully. Come inside, I’ll show you.’


  The detectives followed him through the front door and into the lounge where Garland lay. The room now held two crime scene investigators and they’d taken charge of the remains. Rojo guided Salgado and O’Neill past the body, all three cops now wearing protective masks, to where Garland’s collection hung.


  They moved from piece to piece in silence, Salgado and O’Neill sharing the kind of unspoken conversation that only long-term partners can fully understand. Raised eyebrows, stolen sideways glances, murmured noises.


  ‘What the hell is this stuff?’ Salgado asked finally.


  ‘Murderabilia,’ O’Neill answered before Rojo could. ‘Collectibles. These freaks buy artefacts connected to serial killers. It’s big business.’


  ‘You’re shitting me.’


  ‘I shit you not. There’s serious money in it. This painting by Gacy? There’s a ton of them out there but this would still cost a few grand. Maybe five.’


  Salgado and Rojo looked at her. ‘How do you know this stuff?’


  ‘Same way I know anything. I read. I learn. You should try it.’


  Salgado laughed. ‘I’ll stick to getting by on Puerto Rican good looks and charm. So, who collects this stuff and what does it tell us about the dead guy?’


  ‘About him?’ she shrugged. ‘Maybe not much. I’d wonder about the psychology of anyone who collected this shit but it wouldn’t mean a lot. The theory goes that many of them are just fascinated by serial killers, like half the population, but they go a step further and buy stuff that gives them a kind of connection to the killer.’


  ‘Sick fucks.’


  ‘Well, yeah, but the world’s full of them. It’s what keeps us in a job. Does it mean the dead guy, Garland, was up to no good? Not necessarily. But I’d say it warranted a look around.’


  ‘Some of us have already had a look.’ Kovacic announced his return to the room in his usual sensitive manner. ‘There’s more. Much more. This guy was a complete psycho.’


  Salgado and O’Neill swapped glances. ‘Show us.’


  Kovacic gave them a guided tour of Garland’s home, pointing out all stops of interest. The Manson piece of art hanging above the bed; a bible belonging to ‘Son of Sam’ David Berkowitz in the hallway below framed prison letters from Ed Kemper, Gary Ridgway and Arthur Shawcross; as well as a weights bench and dumbbells, the second bedroom even had a bed cover with a white prison label sewn onto the other side declaring it Property of Ellis Unit, Texas Department of Corrections and the initials HLL scrawled on it.


  ‘Henry Lee Lucas,’ Kovacic informed them before reluctantly admitting he’d had to google it.


  The collection was a who’s who of American serial killers. Art, clothing and letters once owned by Ted Bundy, Albert DeSalvo, Joel Rifkin, Aileen Wuornos, Edward Wayne Edwards, Ottis Toole and Dennis Rader.


  Every room ramped up the unspoken sense of alarm. It was sometimes called ‘blue sense’, cop intuition, knowing, just knowing when the shit was going to hit. Salgado was a big believer in it. O’Neill not so much, thinking it lay somewhere between seeing the obvious, and believing you were right even when you were wrong.


  They both knew the house screamed trouble – whether it was down to instinct or common sense, there was no ignoring it.


  Kovacic led them into the kitchen and stopped in the middle of the floor, well aware that he was holding court and clearly enjoying the moment.


  ‘This is my favourite,’ The cop wore a twisted grin that made O’Neill want to slap him. She didn’t like that the only thing stopping her was the desire to see what he was going to show them. The uniform moved next to the refrigerator and she dreaded what might be inside as he tapped a gloved hand on the front of it. All three cops held their breath as he slowly inched the door open.


  Kovacic was eying them all with glee, waiting for their reaction. When the door swung open, he laughed loudly at seeing the mild disappointment when it only revealed milk, juices, vegetables, two wrapped portions of meat in brown paper and a couple of cans of beer.


  ‘Very funny,’ Salgado snapped at him. ‘You wasting our time, wise guy?’


  ‘Nope,’ Kovacic’s grin widened. ‘You’re all staring right at it.’ He slapped a hand on the side of the old fridge.


  ‘This is Jeffrey Dahmer’s refrigerator. Can you believe that? Dahmer’s actual fridge!’


  He pointed to a plaque stuck on the side of the machine. Formerly the property of Jeffrey Lionel Dahmer. Bought at auction 1996.


  ‘Dahmer kept the severed heads of his victims in his fridge.’ O’Neill’s reminder was short and to the point. Kovacic slid the door closed again.


  ‘Yeah, right. Kinda my point. Anyway, I say this is my favourite but I think there’s more. And worse.’


  ‘Worse?’ Salgado sounded sceptical. ‘What else have you found?”


  Kovacic grinned again. ‘Nothing yet. That’s what you smart guys get paid for. But there’s a room downstairs. A cellar, I guess.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘And it’s locked. With a keypad lock. So . . .’


  Salgado looked at O’Neill before answering for all of them. ‘So, if he was happy to hang all that freaky shit on the walls, what the hell down there is so bad that he felt the need to hide it?’




  


  CHAPTER 4


  They bypassed the cellar’s number entry system by a more old-fashioned method – Kovacic on the battering end of a metal enforcer. The heavy wooden door groaned and swung till it slapped against the wall inside. The cop had his body camera on so the whole thing was videoed. Behind him, a crime scene investigator was doing the same with a handheld device.


  O’Neill led the way down the short staircase, Salgado and Rojo following along with Kovacic and two criminalists from the Field Investigation Unit. It was cool and quiet inside, the impression reinforced by the clinical white walls. Windowless and still, it felt like an underground bunker or a laboratory.


  Except it was more than that. They all felt it the moment they stepped inside.


  There were more framed pieces, perhaps a dozen of them, white wood against the white walls, hiding in plain sight. Two large white cabinets stood against one wall like ghostly sentries. In the middle of the room was a large black glass desk and on top of that sat a single black Anglepoise lamp and a black computer monitor and keyboard.


  They moved silently from frame to frame, like respectful patrons at the opening of a new exhibition, nodding and assessing, all reluctant to be the first to say it was good or bad. Even though they all knew it was bad.


  The names on the items didn’t jump out at them the same way those upstairs had. But it was their job and the cases came back to them. Rodney Alcala. Lawrence Bittaker. Randy Steven Kraft. Lonnie Franklin Jr. William Bonin.


  ‘California’s finest,’ Salgado announced dryly.


  ‘This is where he keeps the good stuff,’ O’Neill announced.


  Salgado couldn’t quite agree. ‘I’m not sure “good” is the word I’d use.’


  ‘You know what I mean. These are the highlights of his collection. Things that mean more to him. The ones upstairs, everyone knows their names. They are the headliners, your Golden Age serial killers, if you like. This stuff is more niche, more insider knowledge, more . . . on the edge.’


  ‘More personal?’


  ‘Yeah, maybe,’ she conceded. ‘Maybe. And . . . there’s this.’


  She pulled at the three handles on one of the white cabinets. They didn’t budge.


  ‘A locked cabinet inside a locked room? I’m pretty sure I want to know what’s in there.’


  One of the forensics, a short and stocky hipster known to all as Elvis, stepped forward. He produced a long, thin-bladed knife. ‘Let me.’


  They were all aware of Elvis’s reputation, of a misspent youth that brought transferable skills and street smarts to his job. If you needed an angle, Elvis was your man.


  He studied the lock from a couple of positions, deliberated, then slid the blade into the space with the precision of a surgeon. Or a burglar. The room reverberated to the sound of a quiet, satisfying click. Elvis stepped back, job done.


  Salgado pulled back the upper drawer to reveal a glass display case, a larger version of those that hung on the walls. Everyone in the room crowded around to see what it held but Salgado stretched his arms wide to push them back. ‘Let’s do this properly.’


  He reached under the unit, lifted it clear of the drawer and placed it on the black glass desk. The case itself was floored with red velvet. On top of that sat a women’s handbag, about twelve inches by eight. Made of black plastic, it had two leather handles, a large metal clasp, and a large V-shape was formed in the centre by metal studs.


  A black business card with white print seemed to give it ownership. Elizabeth Short. 15 January 1947.


  Next to that, a white card had a single name printed in black. Frankie Wynn.


  ‘Bullshit.’


  ‘No fucking way.’


  O’Neill wasn’t as sure as Salgado or Kovacic but she thought she knew the name. ‘Elizabeth Short was the Black Dahlia, right?’


  ‘Right. How the fuck could he get this?’


  ‘He couldn’t,’ Salgado insisted. ‘Could he? I mean, if this was the bag she was carrying when she was murdered . . .’


  ‘Who’s this Frankie Wynn character?’


  ‘Beats me. Never heard of him. But if the other cards and plaques are anything to go by, he’s the guy. And no one knows who the guy was.’


  Salgado shook his head and turned back to the white cabinet, sliding out the lower drawer and letting out a gasp of surprise that he immediately cursed himself for. The others crowded round again, seeing that the drawer, like the case above, was lined in red velvet and contained a closed black leather display case.


  ‘Can this shit get any weirder?’ O’Neill asked the question but they were all thinking it. It turned out the answer was yes.


  Salgado flipped the catch on the case and propped up the lid. Inside were six velvet bags that matched the drawer’s red lining.


  ‘Jesus. Make sure you get this on film. Everyone else give them room to shoot it.’


  Salgado grimaced as he felt the first bag while picking it up. He slowly, carefully slid the contents onto the velvet floor of the case. It was a finger. A finger, raggedly severed at the end and bloodlessly pale.


  ‘Shit.’ O’Neill screwed up her face.


  ‘Elvis, bag this before I open the next one,’ Salgado instructed. ‘We don’t need cross-contamination, right?’


  ‘Nope. Which is why nothing else can go onto this velvet.’


  ‘Yeah, okay. Just do it.’


  Salgado picked up the second pouch, aware that he was playing a game of guess the contents as he did so. His guess proved wrong when an ear tumbled noiselessly onto a plastic sheet.


  ‘Different victim.’ O’Neill’s voice held no doubt.


  ‘What?’ Salgado and the others were a step behind.


  ‘Different skin tone, different victim. I’d say neither are Caucasian, but the ear is a few tones darker than the finger.’


  Elvis bagged it before being asked and Salgado reached for the third one. ‘Any guesses?’


  ‘I say toe,’ Kovacic replied, even though he knew the question wasn’t meant for him, or truly needed a reply.


  It wasn’t. Instead, the third pouch produced a thumb. The fourth was a toe and the fifth a human scalp.


  They now lay side by side on the top of the cabinet, each encased in a transparent plastic bag.


  ‘Are we all thinking the same thing here?’ O’Neill asked them.


  ‘Try us.’


  ‘Okay, the house is full of murderabilia. Creepy and weird but not in itself a crime. Everything is labelled though. Every item has the name of the killer. It’s part of his thing, right? Showing off. Displaying it, shouting it.’


  ‘Right. But in here, presumably the prized pieces of his collection, nothing.’ Salgado continued thinking. ‘All unmarked, no sick plaques of honour. No mention of who killed these people, assuming they are actually dead.’


  ‘I think that’s a fair fucking assumption.’


  ‘So, the question is, what’s different about the person that killed these people? Why’d he not want to put the killer’s name to them?’


  ‘Because it would be admitting guilt. Because these are his own collection. Garland is a serial killer.’


  ‘In that case, yeah, we’re thinking the same thing.’


  The four cops, uniforms and detectives, stood and looked at the array of body parts in silence.


  ‘Anyone remember that episode from The Wire?’ Salgado asked eventually. ‘The one where Bunk and McNulty go to the scene of a shooting. They see more and more bullet holes and all they say is “fuck”. Over and over. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Well, that.’




  


  CHAPTER 5


  Dark clouds scudded low over Police Scotland’s west HQ on French Street as Narey drove into the car park, the building’s wide glass front shining bluer than the sky above or the Clyde below. It had been four years since they’d upped sticks and moved to Dalmarnock in the East End from the old red-brick monstrosity on Pitt Street, but she still thought of it as new. And she still didn’t like it much.


  Sure, the parking was so much easier, the building was clean, fit for purpose and free of asbestos, but it had no bloody soul. Pitt Street had the ghosts of five thousand coppers and the stale stench of their cigarettes in the bones of the place. On a night shift, you could hear them swapping war stories and grumbling about reorganisation and overtime and where it had all gone wrong. She missed it.


  She knew it was the inevitable result of modernisation but all it did was make her feel old and she wasn’t a fan of that at all. Bringing up a three-year-old and a husband while holding down a more-than full-time job was already accelerating the ageing process and she didn’t need nostalgia finishing the job.


  She was inside and halfway to her office when DC Davie Corrigan stepped across her path with the apologetic look of someone about to spoil her day before it even began. Her heart sank. Could they not even wait until she took her coat off?


  ‘Detective Superintendent McTeer is looking for you. Says you’ve to go straight to his office once you get in.’


  ‘Does he know that I’m in?’


  ‘Shouldn’t think so.’


  ‘Then I’ll get a coffee first.’


  Corrigan’s face screwed up. ‘I’m not sure that’s a great idea. If you don’t mind me saying. He was pretty insistent.’


  Narey sighed. ‘Okay, okay. Did he say what it was about?’


  ‘He just said that you’d know.’


  Shit. Tam Harkness. It had to be. He’d made a complaint about her harassing him in the chicken joint. It wouldn’t stick but the brass wouldn’t be happy. The last thing she needed was for them to tell her to back off. Damn it.


  McTeer’s office was on the top floor, the fifth. She opened the door as soon as he replied to her knock, her plan being to go in with momentum and get her retaliation in first.


  He had his back to her, fishing through files in the cabinet that stood near his desk.


  ‘Take a seat, Rachel. I’ll be with you as soon as I find this. Do you remember when they promised we’d be a paperless office? Fat chance.’


  The superintendent was known to be a reluctant administrator, a man who joined the force to catch crooks not to file reports but got too good at what he did so kept getting promoted despite his protests. It was the kind of career history that always endeared itself to those still working cases. He’d earned respect from his work as well as his rank.


  He turned, dropping a folder on his desk and finding Narey still standing.


  ‘If you’re standing up because you’re going to argue with me then at least let me say what I’ve got to say first. Sit down, please.’


  She slid reluctantly into the seat, her intended momentum taken from her by the more experienced player. He watched her sit then exhaled heavily, his eyes never leaving hers.


  ‘Let’s start with a guessing game, Inspector. I’ll go first. Why do you think I’ve asked you to my office this morning?’


  Oh shit. If McTeer was playing the guessing game, then he was mightily pissed off. She couldn’t win the game, she just had to make sure she didn’t lose too badly.


  ‘Sir, I was only in Chicken Choice getting some food to take home. How was I supposed to know Harkness would be there?’


  McTeer stared at her, unblinking.


  ‘Detective Inspector Narey – firstly, wouldn’t that just be the silliest bloody answer if my question wasn’t about Thomas fucking Harkness? And secondly, don’t kid a kidder. You’re talking to me, not preparing your answers for Professional Standards. Not yet, anyway. Am I understood?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘So, once more, why do you think I’ve asked you to my office this morning?’


  Her only chance of getting out of it relatively unscathed was to front up. It was the only thing McTeer was going to tolerate.


  ‘I’m guessing I’m here because Tam Harkness, or more likely his lawyer, has been complaining that I’ve been harassing him. Which, if I’m not talking to Professional Standards, then I’ll admit I did. A little bit.’


  ‘A little bit?’


  ‘I wanted a reaction. I wanted him to know that I’ve not gone away, that I’m still on his case. In every sense. I can’t let this go, sir.’


  ‘Yeah? Well maybe you’ll have to. As you rightly guessed, I’ve spent a fair bit of this morning getting my ear chewed by a very angry lawyer. That’s not something I enjoy. Nor is making concessions to a lawyer, nor is apologising to a lawyer. I’ve never liked bloody lawyers. This one is a poisonous little toerag who was obviously loving every frigging minute of it.’
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