
[image: cover]


Ian Rankin

The International Number One Bestseller

‘Rebus is a superbly drawn character; matched by the edgy authenticity of the Scottish locale and dialogue’

The Times

‘This is, quite simply, crime writing of the highest order’

Daily Express

‘Every page crackles with energy’

Daily Mail

‘Immensely satisfying, bloody and constantly surprising’

Evening Standard

‘Rankin has an unparalleled ability to draw in the reader and make us feel every knock and setback in Inspector Rebus’s red-raw life’

Scotland on Sunday

‘Rebus resurgent . . . A brilliantly meshed plot which delivers on every count’

Literary Review

‘Ian Rankin is a novelist of great scope, depth and power’

Jonathan Kellerman

‘Taut, compulsive and hugely satisfying, with plenty to say about the limits of memory and the dangers of historical idealism. If this is where Rankin is now, I’m not sure I’d want him to be anywhere else’

Guardian

‘The vigorous prose is matched (as ever) by a storytelling ability that takes no prisoners’

Good Book Guide

‘No one writes dialogue that seethes with conflict as well as Rankin’

Evening Standard

‘Impossibly good’

Philip Kerr, Scotsman


RIP Jackie Leven


[image: image]

[image: image]


Contents

Cover

Praise

Dedication

Title Page

 

Prologue

i

ii

iii

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Part Two

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Part Three

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Part Four

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Part Five

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Part Six

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Extract from A Song For The Dark Times

Timeline

About the Author

By Ian Rankin

Copyright


Prologue


i

He’d made sure he wasn’t standing too near the open grave.

Closed ranks of the other mourners between him and it. The pall-bearers had been called forward by number rather than name – six of them, starting with the deceased’s son. Rain wasn’t quite falling yet, but it had scheduled an appointment. The cemetery was fairly new, sited on the south-eastern outskirts of the city. He had skipped the church service, just as he would skip the drinks and sandwiches after. He was studying the backs of heads: hunched shoulders, twitches, sneezes and throat-clearings. There were people here he knew, but probably not many. A gap appeared between two of the mourners and he caught a glimpse of the graveside. The edges of the grave itself had been covered with sheets of green cloth, as if to mask the hard facts of the matter. Words were being uttered but he couldn’t catch all of them. There was no mention of the cancer. Jimmy Wallace had been ‘cruelly taken’, leaving a widow and three children, plus five grandkids. Those kids would be down the front somewhere, mostly old enough to know what was going on. Their grandmother had given voice to a single piercing wail and was being comforted.

Christ, he needed a cigarette.

How well had he known Jimmy Wallace? Hadn’t seen him in four or five years, but they’d worked in the same cop shop a decade or more back. Wallace was uniform rather than CID, but the sort of guy you’d talk to anyway. Jokes and gossip and the occasional snippet of useful information. He’d retired six years ago, which was around the same time the diagnosis appeared, along with the chemo and hair-loss.

Borne with his trademark humour . . .

Maybe so, but better to be miserable and alive. He could feel the pack of cigarettes in his pocket, knew he could back away a few yards, maybe hide himself behind a tree and spark up. The thought reminded him of schooldays, when there had been bike sheds blocking the view from the headmaster’s window. Teachers occasionally arrived and asked for a light, or a cigarette, or the whole damned pack.

A well-known figure in the local community . . .

Well known to criminals he’d helped put away, too. Maybe a few of the old-timers had come to pay their respects. The coffin was being lowered into the grave, the widow giving cry again, or perhaps it was one of the daughters. A couple of minutes later it was all over. He knew there would be a mechanical digger hidden nearby. It had dug the hole and would be used to fill it in again. The mound of earth had been covered with more of the green baize cloth. All very tasteful. The majority of the mourners didn’t linger. One man, face heavily lined, mouth permanently drooping, stuffed his hands into the pockets of his black woollen coat and approached with the smallest nod of recognition.

‘John,’ he said.

‘Tommy,’ Rebus replied, with another nod.

‘Got to be us one of these days, eh?’

‘Not yet, though.’

The two men started walking towards the cemetery gates.

‘Need a lift?’

Rebus shook his head. ‘Car’s outside.’

‘Traffic’s a nightmare – as per.’

Rebus offered a cigarette, but Tommy Beamish told him he’d stopped a couple of years back. ‘Doctor advised me they stunt your growth.’

Rebus lit up and inhaled. ‘How long have you been out of the game now?’ he asked.

‘Twelve years and counting. One of the lucky ones. Too many like Jimmy – get the gold watch, and soon after they’re on a slab.’

‘A cheery prospect.’

‘Is that why you keep working? I heard you were in Cold Case.’

Rebus nodded slowly. They were almost at the gates now. The first of the cars was passing them, family members in the back, eyes fixed on the road ahead. He couldn’t think what else to say to Beamish. Different ranks, different cop shops. He tried to conjure up the names of colleagues they might both have known.

‘Ach, well . . .’ Perhaps Beamish shared his difficulty. He was holding out his hand. Rebus shook it. ‘Till the next time, eh?’

‘So long as it’s not one of us in the wooden suit.’

With a snort, Beamish was gone, turning his collar up against the falling rain. Rebus stubbed the cigarette out beneath his heel, waited a couple of moments, then headed for his car.

The traffic in Edinburgh was indeed a nightmare. Temporary lights, road closures, diversions. Long tailbacks everywhere. Most of it to accommodate the construction of a single tramline between airport and city centre. While stationary, he checked his phone for messages, unsurprised to find there were none. No urgent cases required his attention: he worked with the long dead, murder victims forgotten by the world at large. There were eleven investigations on the books of the Serious Crime Review Unit. They went as far back as 1966, the most recent dating from 2002. Where there were graves to visit, Rebus had visited them. Families and friends still left flowers at a few, and the names on any cards had been jotted into his notebook and added to the file – to what end he wasn’t entirely sure. When he turned on the car’s CD player, Jackie Leven’s voice – deep and visceral – emerged from the speakers. He was singing about standing in another man’s grave. Rebus’s eyes narrowed. For a moment he was back in the cemetery, content to be staring at heads and shoulders. He reached over to the passenger seat and managed to wrest the lyric booklet from its case. The track was called ‘Another Man’s Rain’. That was what Jackie was singing about: standing in another man’s rain.

‘Time to get your ears checked,’ Rebus muttered to himself. Jackie Leven was dead, too. A year or so younger than Rebus. They shared a Fife background. Rebus wondered if his school had ever played the singer’s at football – almost the only time kids from different schools might meet. It wouldn’t have mattered: Rebus had never been picked for the first team, consigned instead to offering encouragement from the frozen sidelines as tackles and goals went in and insults were traded.

‘And standing in every bastard’s rain,’ he said aloud. The horn was sounding from the car behind. Its driver was in a hurry. He had meetings waiting for him, important people he was letting down. The world would crash and burn if this traffic didn’t start moving. Rebus wondered how many hours of his own life he had wasted like this. Or sitting on a surveillance. Or filling in forms, requisitions and time sheets. When his phone pinged with a message, he saw it was from his boss.

Thought you said 3!

Rebus glanced at his watch. It was five minutes past the hour. Twenty more minutes would see him at the office, more or less. In days gone by, he might have had a siren and flashing light. He might have pulled out into the oncoming lane and trusted to the fates that he wouldn’t end up in A&E. But these days he didn’t even have a proper warrant card, because he wasn’t a cop. He was a retired cop who happened to work for Lothian and Borders Police in a civilian capacity. His boss was the only member of the unit who was still a serving officer. A serving officer and not at all happy about his latest posting nursing the geriatrics. Not happy either about the three p.m. meeting and Rebus’s tardiness.

What’s the rush? Rebus texted back, just to be annoying. Then he turned up the music, repeating the same track as before. Jackie Leven still seemed to be standing in another man’s grave.

As if rain wasn’t bad enough . . .


ii

He shook himself free of his overcoat and let it drip across the floor of the office to the hook on the far wall.

‘Thanks for taking the trouble,’ Cowan said.

‘Apologies, Danny.’

‘Daniel,’ Cowan corrected him.

‘Sorry, Dan.’

Cowan was seated on one of the desks, his feet not quite reaching the floor, exposing a pair of red paisley-pattern socks above gleaming black leather shoes. He kept polish and brushes in the bottom drawer of his desk. Rebus knew this because he’d opened the drawer one day when Cowan was out of the room, having already checked the two drawers above it.

‘What are you looking for?’ Elaine Robison had asked.

‘Clues,’ Rebus had replied.

Robison was standing in front of him now, handing him a mug of coffee. ‘How did it go?’ she asked.

‘It was a funeral,’ Rebus answered, placing the mug to his lips.

‘If we can get started,’ Cowan snapped. The grey suit didn’t look right on him. Its shoulders seemed over-padded and the lapels too wide. He pushed a hand defiantly through his hair.

Rebus and Robison took their seats alongside Peter Bliss, whose breathing sounded laboured even when at rest. But he’d had the same wheeze twenty years ago, and maybe the twenty before that, too. He was just a shade older than Rebus and had been in the unit longer than any of them. He sat with his hands clasped across his prodigious stomach, as if daring the universe to spring on him something he hadn’t seen before. He’d certainly seen plenty like Detective Sergeant Daniel Cowan, and had told Rebus as much on Rebus’s first day with the unit: ‘Thinks we’re beneath his station. Reckons he’s too good, and the bosses know it and have shunted him here to take him down a peg or three.’

Prior to retirement, Bliss had reached the rank of detective inspector – same as Rebus. Elaine Robison had been a detective constable, and blamed the lack of higher achievement on the fact that she’d always put family before career.

‘Quite right too,’ Rebus had told her, adding (after he’d known her a few more weeks) that his own marriage had lost its fight with the job early on.

Robison had only just turned fifty. Her son and daughter had left home, graduated from college and moved south for work. There were framed portraits of them on her desk, alongside other photos showing Robison herself posing at the top of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and seated at the controls of a light aeroplane. She had recently started to dye her hair, not that Rebus saw anything wrong in that. Streaked grey, she would still have looked ten years younger than her age and might even pass for thirty-five – same as Cowan.

Cowan, he reckoned, had arranged the chairs. They sat in a straight line in front of his desk, so that they all had to look up at him.

‘Wearing those socks for a bet, Danny?’ Rebus asked from behind the mug.

Cowan deflected the comment with a thin smile. ‘Do I hear right, John? You’ve applied to rejoin?’ He waited for Rebus to acknowledge the truth of this. The retirement age had been raised, meaning those of Rebus’s vintage could reapply. ‘Thing is,’ Cowan continued, leaning forward a little, ‘they’ll come to me for a reference. Way you’re going, it won’t be a fan letter.’

‘You can have my autograph anyway,’ Rebus assured him.

It was hard to tell if Peter Bliss’s wheezing had just taken on a different timbre or whether he was stifling a laugh. Robison looked down into her lap and smiled. Cowan shook his head slowly.

‘Can I remind you all,’ he said quietly, ‘that this unit is jeopardised? And if it closes down, only one of us will be welcomed back into the body of the kirk.’ He pointed a finger at his own chest. ‘A result would be nice. Progress of any kind would be nice.’

They all knew what he was talking about. The Crown Office was setting up a specialist Cold Case Unit for the whole of Scotland. If it scooped up their workload, their jobs would be history. The CCU would have at its heart a database of ninety-three cases dating back to the 1940s, including all the ones from the Lothian and Borders police authority. With the CCU up and running, questions were bound to be asked about the usefulness of the smaller Edinburgh team. Money was tight. There were already mutterings that dusting off old unsolveds did little but drain cash from current (and more urgent) inquiries in and around the city.

‘A result would be nice,’ Cowan repeated. He leapt from the desk, strode around it and plucked a newspaper cutting from the wall, brandishing it for effect. ‘Cold Case Unit in England,’ he intoned. ‘Suspect charged for the murder of a teenager committed almost fifty years ago.’ He paraded the clipping in front of their faces. ‘DNA . . . crime-scene analysis . . . witnesses whose consciences have been gnawing away at them. We know how this works, so how about making it work?’

He seemed to require an answer, but none was forthcoming. The silence lengthened until Robison broke it.

‘We don’t always have the resources,’ she countered, ‘never mind the evidence. Hard to apply DNA tests to anything when the victim’s clothing got lost somewhere down the line.’

‘There are plenty of cases where we do have clothing, though, aren’t there?’

‘And can we demand that every male in a town gives us a DNA sample so we can try for a match?’ Bliss added. ‘How about the ones who’ve died or moved away in the interim?’

‘That positive outlook of yours is why I warm to you, Peter.’ Cowan placed the cutting on the desk and folded his arms. ‘For your own sakes,’ he said. ‘Not mine – I’ll be fine and dandy – but for your sakes.’ He paused for effect. ‘For your sakes, we need to make this work.’

There was silence in the room again, broken only by Bliss’s breathing and a sigh from Robison. Cowan’s eyes were on Rebus, but Rebus was busy draining the last of the coffee from his mug.


iii

Bert Jansch was dead, too. Rebus had seen him play a few solo gigs in Edinburgh down the years. Jansch had been born in the city but made his name in London. After work that evening, alone in his flat, Rebus played a couple of Pentangle albums. He was no expert, but he could tell Jansch’s playing from the other guitarist in the band, John Renbourn. As far as he knew, Renbourn was still around – maybe living in the Borders. Or was that Robin Williamson? He had taken his colleague Siobhan Clarke to a Renbourn/Williamson concert once, driving her all the way to Biggar Folk Club without telling her why. When the two musicians stepped on to the stage – looking as though they’d just roused themselves from armchairs by a roaring fire – he’d leaned in towards her.

‘One of them played Woodstock, you know,’ he’d whispered.

He still had the ticket to the Biggar gig somewhere. Tended to keep them, though he knew it was just one more thing that would need to be binned when he was no longer around. Next to his record deck lay a plastic guitar pick. He had bought it years back, after wandering through a music shop, telling the young guy behind the till that he might be back later for an actual guitar. The assistant had mentioned that the pick was manufactured by a Scotsman called Jim Dunlop, who also made effects pedals. In the years since, Rebus had rubbed all the writing from the pick, but had never used it on a guitar of any kind.

‘Never learned to fly a plane, either,’ he said to himself.

He studied the cigarette he was holding. He’d undergone a medical a few months back and received the usual warnings. His dentist, too, was always checking for the first signs of anything nasty. So far so good.

‘Every lucky streak comes to an end, John,’ his dentist had told him. ‘Trust me.’

‘Can I get an each-way bet on that?’ Rebus had replied.

He stubbed the cigarette into an ashtray and counted how many were left in the packet. Eight, meaning he’d smoked twelve so far today. That wasn’t bad, was it? Time was, he’d have finished one lot and broken open another. He wasn’t drinking as much either: couple of beers of an evening, with maybe a tot or three of whisky before bed. He had a beer open now – his first of the day. Neither Bliss nor Robison had fancied a drink after work, and he hadn’t been about to ask Cowan. Cowan tended to hang around the office late. They were housed within Police HQ on Fettes Avenue, which gave Cowan the chance to bump into senior officers, people potentially useful to him who would notice how he kept a good shine on his shoes and always addressed them properly.

‘It’s called stalking,’ Rebus had once informed him, having caught him laughing too heartily at an old joke one of the assistant chief constables had been telling in the corridor. ‘And I notice you don’t pull him up when he calls you Dan . . .’

In a way, though, Rebus felt sorry for Cowan. There were almost certainly less proficient officers around who had more successfully scaled the heights. Cowan certainly felt that, and it gnawed away at him, so that he was almost hollowed out by it. The team had suffered as a result, which was a pity. Rebus liked many aspects of the job. He felt a small tremor of anticipation whenever he undid the binding from an old case file. There might be boxes and boxes, each one ready to take him on a trip back through time. Yellowed newspapers would contain not only reports of the crime, but also general stories of national and world affairs, plus sport and advertisements. He would get Elaine Robison to guess how much a car or a house had cost in 1974, and would read out the football league tables to Peter Bliss, who had a knack for remembering the names of players and managers. But then, eventually, Rebus would be pulled back to the crime itself, to the details, interviews, evidence and family testimony: somebody thinks they got away with it . . . knows they got away with it. He hoped all these killers were out there somewhere, growing more ill at ease with each passing year as they read about advances in detection and technology. Maybe when their grandkids wanted to watch CSI or Waking the Dead, they had to leave the room and sit in the kitchen. Maybe they couldn’t bear the sight of newsprint, or weren’t able to listen in peace to the radio or TV news, for fear of hearing about the reopening of the case.

Rebus had posited the idea to Cowan: get the media to report breakthroughs on a regular basis, real or not, just to put the wind up the culprits.

‘Something might shake loose.’

But Cowan hadn’t been keen: weren’t the media in enough trouble already for fabricating stories?

‘It wouldn’t be them doing it,’ Rebus had persisted, ‘it would be us.’ But Cowan had just kept shaking his head.

The record finished and Rebus lifted the needle from the vinyl. It wasn’t yet nine o’clock, far too early to be considering bed. He’d already eaten; already decided there was nothing on TV worth watching. The bottle of beer was empty. He walked over to the window and stared out at the tenement opposite. A couple of children in pyjamas were staring back at him from a first-floor flat. He waved, which sent them scampering away. Now they were circling one another in the middle of their room, bouncing on their toes, not at all sleepy, and he had been dismissed from their universe.

He knew what they’d been telling him, though – there was a whole other world out there. And that could mean only one thing.

‘Pub,’ Rebus said out loud, reaching for his phone and his keys. Switching off the record deck and amp, he noticed the pick again and decided it was coming with him too.


Part One

A man disappears down bar steps

With a piece of wounded sky . . .


1

He was the only person in the office when the phone rang. Cowan and Bliss had gone to the canteen, and Robison had a doctor’s appointment. Rebus picked up the receiver. It was the front desk.

‘Lady here wants to talk to DI Magrath.’

‘Then you’ve got the wrong office.’

‘She says different.’

Rebus watched as Bliss came into the room, carrying a soft drink in one hand, a sandwich in the other, and with the edge of a crisp packet clamped between his teeth. ‘Hang on,’ he said into the receiver. Then, to Bliss: ‘Any ideas about a DI called Magrath?’

Bliss placed the sandwich on his desk and removed the bag from his mouth. ‘He started this place,’ he told Rebus.

‘How do you mean?’

‘First boss of SCRU – we’re all his babies, in a manner of speaking.’

‘How long ago?’

‘Fifteen years maybe.’

‘Someone downstairs is looking for him.’

‘Good luck to them.’ Bliss saw Rebus’s look. ‘He’s not dead or anything. Took up his pension six years back. Bought a place up north on the coast.’

‘DI Magrath hasn’t worked here for six years,’ Rebus explained into the mouthpiece.

‘Can somebody else have a word, then?’ he was asked.

‘We’re a bit busy up here – what’s it about?’

‘A missing person.’

‘Not really our department.’

‘She met with DI Magrath apparently. He gave her his card.’

‘Has she got a name?’ Rebus asked.

‘Nina Hazlitt.’

‘Nina Hazlitt?’ Rebus repeated, for Peter Bliss’s benefit. Bliss thought for a moment, then shook his head.

‘What is it she thinks we can do for her?’ Rebus asked the front desk.

‘Wouldn’t it be a lot easier for you to ask her that yourself?’

Rebus considered for a moment. Bliss was seated behind his desk, breaking open the prawn Marie Rose sandwich – same thing he always brought back from the canteen. Cowan would soon appear, his fingers scented by bacon-flavour crisps. Maybe a trip downstairs wasn’t such a bad idea.

‘Five minutes,’ he said into the receiver, ending the call. Then he asked Bliss if the office had ever dealt with missing persons.

‘You don’t think we’ve got enough on our plates?’ Bliss poked a toe against one of half a dozen musty-smelling storage boxes piled next to him.

‘Maybe Magrath worked MisPers before he came here.’

‘Regular CID as far as I recall.’

‘You knew him?’

‘Still do. He calls me at home now and again to check SCRU’s still here. He was the one who signed me up – almost the last thing he did before taking the gold watch. After him came Eddie Tranter, and then it was Cowan’s turn.’

‘Are my ears burning?’ Cowan walked through the doorway. He was stirring a cappuccino with a white plastic spoon. Rebus knew he would proceed to lick that spoon until not a trace of foam was left on it, before depositing it in the bin. Then he would slurp the coffee while checking his computer for e-mails. And the room would fill with the aromas of smoky bacon and vinegary prawn.

‘Cigarette break,’ Rebus said, shrugging his arms into his jacket.

‘Mind you don’t take too long,’ Cowan cautioned.

‘Missing me already?’ Rebus asked, blowing a kiss and making for the door.

The main reception area wasn’t huge, and she was easy to spot, being the only person seated on the single row of chairs. She sprang to her feet as Rebus approached. The bag on her lap fell to the floor, and she crouched down, scrabbling for its contents. Scraps of paper, several pens, lighter, sunglasses and a mobile phone. Rebus decided to let her do it unaided, then get back to her feet, rearrange her clothes and hair, and compose herself.

‘My name’s Nina Hazlitt,’ she told him, shooting out a hand for him to shake.

‘John Rebus,’ he replied. Her grip was firm, several gold bangles dancing on her wrist. Her reddish-blonde hair was cut in what Rebus would have called a bob. Late forties at a guess, with laughter lines either side of her pale blue eyes.

‘DI Magrath’s retired?’ Rebus nodded by way of answer, and she handed him the business card. It was smudged from age, its edges curled. ‘I did try phoning . . .’

‘Long time since those numbers were active. What brings you here, Ms Hazlitt?’ He returned the card and slid his hands into his pockets.

‘I spoke with DI Magrath in 2004. He was very generous with his time.’ The words were tumbling out of her. ‘He wasn’t able to help in the end, but he did what he could. Not everyone was like that – and it’s no different now. So I thought maybe I’d come to him.’ She paused. ‘He’s really retired?’

Rebus nodded again. ‘Six years back.’

‘Six years . . .’ She was staring past him, eyes unfocused, as if wondering where the time had gone.

‘I was told you’re here concerning a missing person,’ he prompted her.

She blinked her way back into the here and now. ‘My daughter Sally.’

‘When did she disappear?’

‘New Year’s Eve 1999,’ Hazlitt recited.

‘No sign of her since?’

The woman lowered her head and gave it a shake.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Rebus told her.

‘I’ve not given up, though.’ Hazlitt took a deep breath and met his gaze. ‘That’s something I can’t do till I know the truth.’

‘I can appreciate that.’

Her eyes softened a little. ‘I’ve been told the exact same thing so many times . . .’

‘I’m sure you have.’ He turned his head towards the window. ‘Look, I was just headed outside for a cigarette – maybe you could do with one too?’

‘How do you know I smoke?’

‘I’ve seen what you keep in your handbag, Ms Hazlitt,’ he said, ushering her towards the door.

They wandered along the driveway towards the main road. She had turned down his offer of a Silk Cut, preferring her own menthols. When his cheap lighter refused to work, she’d fished in the bag for her Zippo.

‘Don’t see many women with these,’ he’d commented.

‘It was my husband’s.’

‘Was?’

‘He only lasted a year after Sally vanished. Doctors decided it was an embolism. They don’t like putting “broken heart” on death certificates.’

‘Sally’s your only child?’

Hazlitt nodded. ‘She’d just turned eighteen. Six more months and she’d have finished school. University was next: she was going to study English. Tom was an English teacher . . .’

‘Tom being your husband?’

She nodded. ‘House full of books; hardly surprising she caught the bug. When she was little, Tom used to read her a bedtime story. I walked in on them one night, expecting it to be a picture book of some kind, but it was Great Expectations.’ The memory caused her to smile, creasing her face. Although more than half her cigarette remained, she flicked it on to the roadway. ‘Sally and a bunch of her friends had rented some sort of chalet not far from Aviemore. Our Christmas present had been her share of the outlay.’

‘The Millennium,’ Rebus commented. ‘I don’t suppose it was cheap.’

‘It wasn’t. But it was supposed to be for four people and six of them squeezed in. That helped a bit.’

‘Was she a skier?’

Hazlitt shook her head. ‘I know that’s what the town’s famous for, and at least two of the girls could ski, but Sally just wanted to hang out. They’d been in to Aviemore itself – got invites to a couple of parties. They all thought she must be at the other one. There hadn’t been a row or anything.’

‘She’d been drinking?’

‘I would assume so.’ Hazlitt buttoned her thin jacket against the chill. ‘I’d expected a phone call at midnight, even though I knew the reception on her phone wasn’t great at the best of times. Next morning her friends guessed she’d hooked up with someone and was sleeping it off elsewhere.’ She stopped abruptly and met his eyes. ‘Not that she was like that.’

‘Did she have a boyfriend?’

‘They’d split up that autumn. He was questioned at the time.’

Rebus didn’t remember the case at all, but then Aviemore was a long way north of Edinburgh.

‘Tom and I had to travel up to Scotland—’

‘Where from?’ Rebus interrupted her. He’d taken it for granted that though her accent was English, she lived in the city.

‘London,’ she informed him. ‘Crouch End – do you know it?’ Rebus shook his head. ‘We were lucky – Tom’s parents helped us buy the place when we were first married. They’d come into some money.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry, I know none of that’s relevant.’

‘You’ve been told as much?’ he guessed.

‘By very many police officers,’ she admitted with another rueful smile.

‘So how did you end up talking to DI Magrath?’ Rebus asked, genuinely curious.

‘I talked to everyone – everyone who had time for me. DI Magrath had been mentioned in a newspaper. He specialised in unsolved crimes. And after the second one . . .’ She saw that she had his attention and took a deep breath, as if preparing for a recitation. ‘May 2002, A834 near Strathpeffer. Her name was Brigid Young. She was thirty-four and worked as a chartered accountant. Her car was parked by the road. It had a flat tyre. She was never seen again. So many people go missing every year . . .’

‘But something made this one stand out?’

‘Well, it’s the same road, isn’t it?’

‘Is it?’

‘Strathpeffer is just off the A9 – look at a map if you don’t believe me.’

‘Right,’ Rebus said.

She gave him a hard stare. ‘I recognise that tone. It means you’re beginning to wonder about me.’

‘Is that a fact?’

She ignored him and ploughed on. ‘The third was in 2008 on the A9 itself – a garden centre between Stirling and Auch . . .’ She frowned. ‘The place with Gleneagles Hotel.’

‘Auchterarder?’

She nodded. ‘A twenty-two-year-old called Zoe Beddows. Her car was in the car park all the next day and the day after. That’s when suspicions were raised.’

Rebus had smoked his cigarette down to its filter. ‘Ms Hazlitt . . .’ he began. She held her hand up to stop him.

‘I’ve heard it too many times not to know what you’re about to say. There’s no evidence, no bodies have ever turned up, so as far as you lot are concerned, there’s no crime. I’m just a mother whose reasoning has disappeared along with her only child. Does that cover it, Inspector?’

‘I’m not an inspector,’ he replied quietly. ‘I used to be, but these days I’m retired. I work for the police in a civilian capacity. Outside of Cold Cases, I have no authority, which means I’m not much use to you.’

‘But what are these if they’re not cold cases?’ Her voice had risen and taken on a slight tremor.

‘It’s possible I can think of someone else for you to talk to.’

‘You mean CID?’ She waited for him to nod. Wrapping her arms around herself, she turned away from him. ‘I’ve just come from there. The inspector hardly gave me the time of day.’

‘Maybe if I speak to him first . . .’ Rebus reached into his jacket for his phone.

‘Not a him, a her. Clarke, she said her name was.’ She turned her face back towards him. ‘It’s happened again, you see. And it’s going to keep happening.’ She paused and screwed her eyes shut. A single tear began to trace its way down her left cheek. ‘Sally was only the first . . .’
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‘Hey, you,’ Rebus said, stepping out of his car.

‘What’s wrong?’ Detective Inspector Siobhan Clarke turned her head slightly to peer at the building from which she’d just emerged. ‘Bad memories stopping you coming in?’

Rebus took a moment to study the dreary two-storey façade of Gayfield Square police station. ‘Just got here,’ he explained, though in fact he’d been sitting in the Saab for a good four or five minutes, hands playing with the steering wheel. ‘Looks like you’re off out . . .’

‘Well deduced.’ She gave a smile and took a couple of steps forward, pecking him on the cheek. ‘How’ve you been?’

‘Still seem to have that old lust for life.’

‘Meaning booze and nicotine?’

Rebus gave a shrug, returning her smile but keeping quiet.

‘To answer your question,’ she said, ‘I’m taking a late lunch. There’s a café I usually go to on Leith Walk.’

‘If you’re asking me to join you, there are certain preconditions.’

‘And what might those be?’

‘No smoky bacon crisps or prawns.’

She seemed to consider this for a moment. ‘Could be a deal-breaker.’ She gestured towards his Saab. ‘It’ll get a ticket if you leave it there. There’s pay-parking across the street.’

‘At one eighty an hour? I’m on a pension, remember.’

‘Want to see if there’s space in the car park?’

‘I prefer the whiff of danger.’

‘That bay’s for patrol cars – I’ve seen civilians get towed.’ She turned and started back up the steps, telling him to give her a minute. He realised his heart was beating a little faster than usual, and placed a hand over it. She’d been right about his reluctance to enter his old station – it was where he’d worked with her, right up until retirement. Half a lifetime as a cop, and suddenly the force apparently had no need of him. He thought of the cemetery again, and Jimmy Wallace’s grave, and gave a small, involuntary shudder. The door in front of him was swinging open, Clarke waving something in his direction. It was a rectangular sign with the words POLICE OFFICIAL BUSINESS printed on it.

‘Kept behind the front desk for emergencies,’ she explained. He unlocked the Saab and placed it inside the windscreen. ‘And for that,’ she added, ‘you’re treating me to a baked potato . . .’

Not just any baked potato either, but one filled with cottage cheese and pineapple. There were sticky Formica-topped tables and plastic cutlery, along with paper cups for the tea, the drawstring hanging over the side of each.

‘Classy,’ Rebus said, fishing out his tea bag and depositing it on the smallest, thinnest paper napkin he’d ever seen.

‘You not eating?’ Clarke asked, making a professional job of cutting through the skin of her potato.

‘Way too busy for that, Siobhan.’

‘Still enjoying the life of an archaeologist?’

‘There are worse jobs at sea.’

‘I don’t doubt it.’

‘What about you? Promotion suiting you?’

‘Workload’s no respecter of rank.’

‘Well earned, all the same.’

She wasn’t about to deny it. Instead she took a sip of tea and scooped up a forkful of cottage cheese. Rebus tried to remember how many years they’d worked together – not that long really, in the scheme of things. Didn’t see nearly so much of one another these days. She had a ‘friend’ who lived in Newcastle. Weekends she was often down there. And then there were the times when she’d called or texted him and he’d made some excuse not to make a meeting, never quite sure why, even as he sent the message back.

‘You can’t put it off for ever, you know,’ she said now, waving the emptied fork at him.

‘What?’

‘The favour you’re about to ask.’

‘What favour is that, then? Can’t an old pal just drop by for a catch-up?’

She stared him out, chewing her food slowly.

‘Okay then,’ he admitted. ‘It’s someone who came to see you first thing this morning.’

‘Sally Hazlitt?’

‘Sally’s the daughter,’ he corrected her. ‘Nina’s the one you talked to.’

‘After which she came running straight to you? How did she know?’

‘Know what?’

‘That we used to be colleagues.’

He’d thought for a second that she was about to say ‘close’. But she hadn’t; she’d opted for ‘colleagues’ instead, just as earlier she had used the word ‘civilians’.

‘She didn’t. A guy called Magrath used to run SCRU and she was looking for him.’

‘A sympathetic shoulder?’ Clarke guessed.

‘The woman’s daughter hasn’t been seen in a dozen years.’

Clarke looked around the cramped café to make sure no one was eavesdropping, then lowered her voice anyway. ‘We both know she should have put it behind her a long time back. Maybe that’s not possible any more, but it’s therapy she needs rather than us.’

There was silence between them for a moment. Clarke seemed to have lost interest in what remained of her meal. Rebus nodded towards the plate.

‘Two ninety-five that cost me,’ he complained. Then: ‘She seemed to think you brushed her off too readily.’

‘Forgive me if I’m not always sweetness and light at eight thirty in the morning.’

‘But you did listen to her?’

‘Of course.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

Rebus let the silence lie for a few seconds. People were hurrying past on the pavement outside. He didn’t suppose there was one of them without a story to tell, but finding a sympathetic ear wasn’t always easy.

‘So how’s the investigation?’ he asked eventually.

‘Which one?’

‘The kid who’s gone missing. I’m assuming that’s how she ended up speaking to you . . .’

‘She told the front desk she had information.’ Clarke reached into her jacket and produced a notebook, flipped it open to the relevant page. ‘Sally Hazlitt,’ she intoned, ‘Brigid Young, Zoe Beddows. Aviemore, Strathpeffer, Auchterarder. 1999, 2002, 2008.’ She snapped the book shut again. ‘You know as well as I do it’s thin stuff.’

‘Unlike the skin of that potato,’ Rebus offered. ‘And yes, I agree, it’s thin stuff – as it stands. So tell me about the latest instalment.’

Clarke shook her head. ‘Not if you’re going to think of it in that way.’

‘All right, it’s not an “instalment”. It’s a MisPer.’

‘Of three days’ standing, which means there’s still a decent chance she’ll wander home and ask what all the fuss is.’ Clarke got up and walked over to the counter, returning moments later with an early copy of the Evening News. The photo was on page five. It showed a scowling girl of fifteen with long black hair and a fringe almost covering her eyes.

‘Annette McKie,’ Clarke continued, ‘known to her friends as “Zelda” – from the computer game.’ She saw the look on Rebus’s face. ‘People play games on computers these days; they don’t have to go to the pub and put money in a machine.’

‘There’s always been a nasty streak in you,’ he muttered, going back to his reading.

‘She was taking the bus to Inverness for a party,’ Clarke went on. ‘Invited by someone she met online. We’ve checked and it pans out. But she told the driver she was feeling sick, so he stopped by a petrol station in Pitlochry and let her off. There was another bus in a couple of hours, but she told him she’d probably hitch.’

‘Never arrived in Inverness,’ Rebus said, looking at the photo again. Sulky: was that a suitable description? But to his eyes it seemed overly posed. She was copying a look and a style, without quite living it. ‘Home life?’ he asked.

‘Not the best. She had a record of truancy, took a few drugs. Parents split up. Dad’s in Australia, mum lives in Lochend with Annette’s three brothers.’

Rebus knew Lochend: far from the bonniest neighbourhood in the city, but the Edinburgh address explained Clarke’s involvement. He finished reading the report but left the paper open on the table. ‘Nothing from her mobile phone?’

‘Just a photo she sent to someone she knows.’

‘What sort of photo?’

‘Hills . . . fields. Probably the outskirts of Pitlochry. Clarke was staring at him. ‘There’s really not a lot for you to do here, John,’ she said, not unsympathetically.

‘Who said I wanted to do anything?’

‘You’re forgetting: I know you.’

‘Maybe I’ve changed.’

‘Maybe you have. But in that case, someone needs to quash the rumour I’ve been hearing.’

‘And what rumour is that?’

‘That you’ve applied to return to the fold.’

He stared at her. ‘Who’d want a crock like me?’

‘A very good question.’ She pushed her plate away from her. ‘I need to be getting back.’

‘Aren’t you impressed?’

‘By what?’

‘That I didn’t drag you into the first pub we passed.’

‘As it happens, we didn’t pass any pubs.’

‘That must be the answer,’ Rebus said, nodding to himself.

Back at Gayfield Square, he opened the Saab and made to hand her the sign.

‘Keep it,’ she told him. ‘Might come in handy.’ Then she surprised him with a hug and a final peck on the cheek before disappearing into the station. Rebus got into the car and placed the sign on the passenger seat, staring at it.

POLICE OFFICIAL BUSINESS

Was that grammatically correct? What was wrong with OFFICIAL POLICE BUSINESS? Or just POLICE? He kept looking at that word. He had given so much of his life to it, but with each passing year he wondered just what it meant and how he fitted. There’s really not a lot for you to do here . . . His phone was letting him know it had a message for him.

Is it just me or is this turning into a world record attempt for slowest cigarette ever smoked?

Cowan again. Rebus decided against answering. Instead he took a business card from his pocket. He had swapped it with Nina Hazlitt for one of his own. On one side were the details for DI Gregor Magrath; on the other was a scribbled telephone number, with Hazlitt’s name beneath it. He placed it on the seat next to him, tucked under the plastic sign, and started the engine.


3

It took the best part of a week for the first batch of files to arrive. Rebus had spent a whole day trying to find the right people to talk to in the right departments of Central Scotland Constabulary and Northern Constabulary. Central covered the garden centre near Auchterarder, though at first Rebus had been told he’d need to talk to Tayside Police instead. Northern covered both Aviemore and Strathpeffer, but these involved different divisions, meaning calls to Inverness and Dingwall.

It was all about to get simpler – allegedly. There were plans to merge the eight regions into a single force, but this had been no help to Rebus as he felt the telephone receiver generate heat under his grip.

Bliss and Robison had asked what he was up to and he’d treated them to a drink in the cafeteria while he explained.

‘And we’re not telling the boss?’ Robison had asked.

‘Not unless we have to,’ Rebus had replied.

After all, one folder looked much like any other, didn’t it? The first to arrive had been dispatched from Inverness. It smelled slightly of damp and there was a faint bloom on its outer covering. It was the file on Brigid Young. Rebus spent half an hour on it and rapidly concluded that there was a lot of padding. Having no leads, the local cops had interviewed everyone within reach, adding nothing except pages of meandering transcript. The photos from the scene shed almost as little light. Young had driven a white Porsche with cream upholstery. Her shoulder bag hadn’t been found and neither had the key fob. Her briefcase had been left on the passenger seat. No diary, but there was one at her place of work in Inverness. She’d had one meeting in Culbokie and been on her way to another at a hotel on the shore of Loch Garve. She hadn’t used her phone to call anyone about the puncture or let the client at the hotel know she’d been held up, for the simple reason that she’d left it behind at her previous meeting. The folder included some family photographs and newspaper clippings. Rebus would have called her handsome rather than pretty: a strong square jaw and a no-nonsense way of looking at the camera, as if the photo was just another task to be ticked off her list. There was a note to say that the briefcase, together with everything else in the car, had eventually been returned to the family, along with the Porsche itself. No husband: she’d lived alone in a house on the River Ness. Mother resided locally, in the same house as Brigid’s sister. The file had been added to sporadically since 2002. There had been an appeal for information on the first anniversary of the disappearance, plus a reconstruction on a local TV news programme, neither producing any new leads. The most recent update consisted of a rumour that Brigid Young’s business had been in trouble, leading to the theory that she could have done a runner.

When the working day was over, Rebus had decided to take the file home with him rather than leave it where Cowan might find it. In his flat, he had emptied its contents on to the dining table in his living room. Soon after, he’d realised that it made sense not to haul it back and forth to Fettes; he found some drawing pins in a cupboard, and began pinning the photos and newspaper cuttings to the wall above the table.

By the end of that week, Brigid Young’s photograph had been joined by those of Zoe Beddows and Sally Hazlitt, and the paperwork took up not just the table, but sections of the floor and sofa. He could see Nina Hazlitt in her daughter’s face: same bone structure, same eyes. Her file included pictures of the search that had taken place in the days after her disappearance: dozens of volunteers scouring the hillsides, along with a mountain rescue helicopter. He’d bought a fold-out map of Scotland and added it to the wall, highlighting with a thick red marker the route of the A9, from Stirling to Auchterarder, Auchterarder to Perth, and from there through Pitlochry and Aviemore to Inverness and beyond, ending on the north coast at Scrabster, just outside Thurso – nothing there except the ferry that would take you to Orkney.

Rebus was sitting in his flat, smoking and thinking, when he heard someone thumping on his door. He rubbed at his eyebrows, trying to erase a headache that was gathering between them, walked into the hall and opened the door.

‘When’s that escalator getting fixed?’ A thick-built, shaven-headed man his own age was standing there, breathing heavily. Rebus peered past him at the two flights of stairs he had just climbed.

‘Hell are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘You forgetting what day it is? I was starting to get worried about you.’

Rebus checked his watch. It was almost eight in the evening. There was this arrangement they had – a drink once a fortnight. ‘Lost track of time,’ he said, hoping it didn’t sound too much like an apology.

‘I tried phoning you.’

‘Must be on silent,’ Rebus explained.

‘You’re not lying dead on the living room carpet, that’s the main thing.’

Cafferty was smiling, though his smiles had more threat to them than most men’s scowls.

‘I’ll get my coat,’ Rebus told him. ‘Just wait there.’

He retraced his steps to the living room and stubbed out the cigarette. His phone was under a pile of papers – switched to silent as he had suspected. One missed call. His coat was on the sofa and he started to shrug his way into it. These regular drinks had begun soon after Cafferty’s release from hospital. He’d been told that he’d flatlined at one point and that Rebus had brought him back. Not the whole truth, as Rebus had stressed. All the same, Cafferty had insisted on a drink as a way of saying thanks, then had arranged for the same thing to happen a fortnight later, and a fortnight after that.

Cafferty had once run Edinburgh – the worst of the city, at least. Drugs and prostitution and protection. These days he took either a back seat or no seat at all: Rebus wasn’t sure. He knew only what Cafferty chose to tell him, and could never bring himself to trust the half of it.

‘What’s all this?’ Cafferty asked from the living room doorway. He was gesturing towards the display on the wall, his eyes taking in the files on the table and floor.

‘I told you to wait outside.’

‘Bringing the job home with you – never a good sign.’ Cafferty, hands in pockets, entered the room. Rebus just needed his keys and lighter . . . Where the hell were they?

‘Out,’ he commanded.

But Cafferty was studying the map. ‘The A9 – good road, that.’

‘Oh aye?’

‘Used it myself, back in the day.’

Rebus had located keys and lighter both. ‘That’s us,’ he said. Cafferty was, however, in no hurry.

‘Still playing the old records, eh? Might want to . . .’ He nodded towards where the needle had reached the run-out groove of a Rory Gallagher album. Rebus lifted the tone arm and switched off the hi-fi.

‘Happy now?’ he asked.

‘Taxi’s downstairs,’ Cafferty replied. ‘These some of your cold cases, then?’

‘None of your business.’

‘Not that you know of.’ Cafferty gave Rebus that smile again. ‘All women, though, judging by the pictures. Never my style . . .’

Rebus stared at him. ‘What did you use the A9 for exactly?’

Cafferty shrugged. ‘Fly-tipping, you might call it.’

‘You mean getting rid of the bodies?’

‘Ever driven the A9? Moorland and forest, logging tracks leading to the middle of nowhere.’ Cafferty paused. ‘Beautiful scenery, mind.’

‘Some women have gone missing down the years – you wouldn’t know anything about that?’

Cafferty shook his head slowly. ‘I could ask around, though – if you want me to.’

There was silence in the room for a moment. ‘I’ll think about it,’ Rebus said eventually. Then: ‘If you did me a favour, would that be us square?’

Cafferty made to place a hand on Rebus’s shoulder, but Rebus shied away.

‘Let’s get that drink,’ he said, ushering his visitor back towards the landing.
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It was ten thirty by the time he returned to his flat. He filled the kettle and made a mug of tea, then returned to the living room, switching on just the one lamp and the stereo. Van Morrison: Astral Weeks. His downstairs neighbour was old and deaf. Upstairs was a group of students who never made much noise except for the occasional party. Through the living room wall . . . well, he’d no idea who lived there. He’d never needed to know. The area of Edinburgh he called home – Marchmont – had a shifting population. A lot of the flats were rentals, most of them short lets. Cafferty had made this point in the pub. Everybody used to look out for everybody else . . . Say you did end up on that floor of yours, how long would it be before anyone came calling?

Rebus had argued that it had been no better in the old days. He’d been inside plenty of flats and houses, the inhabitant dead in bed or in their favourite chair. Flies and odour, plus bills piling up behind the door. Maybe someone had thought to knock, but they hadn’t done much more than that.

Everybody used to look out for everybody else . . .

‘I bet you used lookouts, too, didn’t you, Cafferty?’ Rebus muttered to himself. ‘When you were burying the bodies . . .’ He was staring at the map as he sipped his tea. He had driven the A9 infrequently. It was a frustrating road, only some of it dualled. Lots of tourists, many of them hauling caravans, with regular bends and blind summits making passing difficult. Lorries and delivery vans, struggling up the inclines. Inverness was just over a hundred miles north of Perth, but it could take two and a half, maybe three hours to drive. And when you got there, to cap it all, you were in Inverness. One radio DJ Rebus listened to called the place Dolphinsludge. There were certainly a few hardy dolphins in the Moray Firth, and Rebus didn’t doubt that sludge figured too.

Aviemore . . . Strathpeffer . . . Auchterarder . . . and now Pitlochry. He’d ended up telling Cafferty some of the story, adding the caveat about coincidence being a strong possibility. Cafferty had given a thoughtful pout, swirling the whisky in his glass. The pub had been quiet – funny how people tended to finish their drinks and move on whenever Cafferty entered an establishment. The barman hadn’t just removed the empties from their chosen table but given it a bit of a wipe, too.

And the first two rounds had been on the house.

‘I doubt I can help much,’ Cafferty had admitted.

‘I didn’t say I was asking for help.’

‘All the same . . . If it was villains going AWOL, people who might well have fallen out with people they shouldn’t have . . .’

‘Far as I can tell, these were just ordinary women – civilians, you might call them.’

Cafferty had begun to outline the sorts of punishment he felt might be deserved, should a single culprit come to light, and had ended by asking Rebus how he felt whenever people got less than they deserved – less of a jail sentence; less of a punishment.

‘Not part of my remit.’

‘All the same . . . Think of the number of times you saw me walk free from court, or not even make it that far.’

‘It rankled,’ Rebus had admitted.

‘Rankled?’

‘As in: pissed me off. Royally pissed me off. And made me that bit more determined it wasn’t going to happen next time.’

‘Yet here we are, sitting enjoying a drink.’ Cafferty had clinked his glass against Rebus’s.

Rebus hadn’t said what he was thinking: give me half a chance, I’d still put you away. Instead, he had finished his whisky and risen to fetch another.

Side one of Astral Weeks had finished, and what was left of the tea had grown cold. He sat down and took out his phone and the card Nina Hazlitt had given him, punching in her number.

‘Hello?’ It was a man’s voice. Rebus hesitated. ‘Hello?’ A little louder this time.

‘Sorry,’ Rebus said. ‘Is this the right number? I was looking for Nina Hazlitt.’

‘Hang on, she’s here.’ Rebus listened as the phone was handed over. He could hear a TV playing in the background.

‘Hello?’ Her voice this time.

‘Sorry to be calling so late,’ Rebus said. ‘It’s John Rebus. From Edinburgh.’

He heard an intake of breath. ‘Have you . . .? Is there any news?’

‘Nothing like that.’ Rebus had taken the plectrum from his pocket and was playing with it in his free hand. ‘I just wanted you to know I hadn’t forgotten about you. I’ve pulled the files and I’m taking a look.’

‘On your own?’

‘For the moment.’ He paused. ‘Sorry to interrupt your evening . . .’

‘It was my brother answered the phone. He’s staying with me.’

‘Right,’ Rebus said, not knowing what else to add. The silence lengthened.

‘Sally’s case is reopened, then?’ Nina Hazlitt’s voice was a mix of hope and fear.

‘Not officially,’ Rebus stressed. ‘Depends what I turn up.’

‘Anything so far?’

‘I’m only just getting started.’

‘It’s nice of you to go to the trouble.’

Rebus wondered if the conversation would have been so stilted without the presence of her brother. Wondered too why the hell he had phoned her out of the blue – late at night, when the only reason for calling could be that there was news of some kind, something that couldn’t wait until morning. Filling her with momentary hope.

False hope . . .

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you get on.’

‘Thanks again. And call any time, please.’

‘Maybe not quite so late, though, eh?’

‘Any time,’ she repeated. ‘It’s nice to know something’s happening.’

He ended the call and stared at the paperwork in front of him.

‘Nothing’s happening,’ he muttered to himself, placing the plectrum back in his pocket and rising to fix the final drink of the evening.
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The officer’s name was Ken Lochrin, and he had been retired for three years. Rebus had been given his telephone number after a bit of pleading. Lochrin’s name was in the Zoe Beddows file. He seemed to have done a lot of work on it. His handwriting and signature cropped up over two dozen times. Having introduced himself, Rebus spent the first five minutes discussing retirement itself, swapping stories and explaining how SCRU worked.

‘Me, I miss the job not one jot,’ Lochrin had said. ‘Complete pain in the posterior by the time I emptied my desk.’

‘Bit frustrating not to get a result on Zoe Beddows?’

‘It’s a lot worse when you feel you’re getting close – that never happened with her. Gets to the point where you have to move on – unless cold cases is your job, of course. So you’re part of this new Crown Office initiative?’

‘Not exactly. I’m in a smaller team based in Edinburgh.’

‘Then how come Zoe’s turned up on your radar?’

‘This kid who went missing on her way to Inverness.’

‘Zoe was four years ago, though.’

‘All the same . . .’ Rebus liked it that Lochrin used Beddows’s first name. It meant she’d become a person to him rather than a case number.

‘I did wonder about that myself, actually.’

‘What?’ Rebus prompted.

‘Whether there could be a connection. But like I say – four years . . .’

‘There was another in 2002, up near Strathpeffer,’ Rebus said.

‘Sounds like you’ve been talking to that woman – the Aviemore one.’

‘Nina Hazlitt?’

‘Daughter went missing on Hogmanay.’

‘You know her?’

‘I know she used to haunt Central HQ in Stirling, after Zoe disappeared.’

‘This isn’t just about her, though,’ Rebus felt it necessary to state. ‘There’s Annette McKie now.’

‘Known by the nickname Zelda – I read two papers a day. Gets me out of the house as far as the newsagent’s. I’d drive the wife daft otherwise.’

‘I didn’t ask where you live, Mr Lochrin . . .?’

‘Tillicoultry – world famous for our soft furnishings warehouse.’

Rebus smiled. ‘I think I’ve been there, actually.’

‘You and half of Scotland. So you’re trying to find a link between this new girl and Zoe Beddows? Plus maybe Strathpeffer and Aviemore?’

‘Something like that.’

‘And you want to ask me about the photo?’

Rebus was silent for a moment. ‘What photo?’

‘The one Zoe sent her friend. Didn’t I just mention it? Probably a coincidence, but I suppose you have to check . . .’

‘It was in Zoe Beddows’s file,’ Rebus explained to Siobhan Clarke. He ran his hand through his hair distractedly. ‘I should have spotted it, but it was buried in an interview transcript. Just the single mention. Not even one of her closest friends. And no message with it. Just the picture, sent the day she went missing . . .’

He was standing with Clarke in the corridor outside the CID suite in Gayfield Square police station. Clarke’s arms had been folded as she listened, but now she held up a hand to interrupt him.

‘You’ve got the files? All the files?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve cleared this with DS Cowan?’ She rolled her eyes at the stupidity of her own question. ‘What am I saying? Of course you haven’t – you’re keeping it to yourself.’

‘You know me too well.’

Clarke thought for a moment. ‘Can I see the photo?’

‘I need to speak to the recipient.’ Rebus paused. ‘Well, it doesn’t have to be me, of course . . .’

‘You think I’m going to do it for you?’

‘Annette McKie sent a photograph from her phone the day she vanished. Back in 2008 Zoe Beddows did the selfsame thing from the selfsame road. You’re telling me we should ignore that?’

‘What about the others – Strathpeffer and Aviemore?’

‘Brigid Young didn’t have her phone with her. Besides, could you send photos from a phone back then . . .?’

A man appeared in the nearest doorway. Tall, slim, good suit.

‘There you are,’ he said.

Clarke managed a half-smile. ‘Here I am,’ she agreed. The man was staring at Rebus, awaiting an introduction.

‘John Rebus,’ Rebus obliged, holding out a hand. The two men shook. ‘I’m with SCRU.’

‘This is DCI Page,’ Clarke told him.

‘James Page,’ Page clarified.

‘You’ve changed a bit,’ Rebus said. Page looked at him blankly. ‘Led Zeppelin,’ Rebus explained. ‘Guitarist.’

‘Oh, right. Same name as me.’ Page at
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