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Prologue

Thursday 4th April

The mist sitting low and still on the water suddenly swirls and the dark shape that grew within it pushes out into the clearer air of the bay to become a ship, trailing in its wake the last fronds of vapour.

MV Glen Reudal left Craignure on Mull as usual at 8.45 a.m., about two-thirds full, with the two tourist coaches on the car deck a hint of things to come as the spring develops. Seasoned travellers headed straight for the café as soon as they boarded in order to enjoy the full Scottish breakfast as they sailed. Others went for relaxation in the observation lounge, the TV lounge or the recliner lounge. The voyage was uneventful. The tour bus passengers made for the deck in their coats in time to see the vague bulk of Duart Castle hover in the mist on their right, or one should say starboard. Those who strove to catch the southern tip of the island of Lismore on the port side could see nothing in the curtain of greyness.

But they are all rewarded as the ship emerges from the mist at the entrance to Oban Bay, and they point at the ruined stone cube of Dunollie Castle to port and the island of Kerrera to starboard. The Glen Reudal is due to arrive at the Oban ferry terminal at 9.45, and at 9.40 the purser, Ken MacDonald, requests over the tannoy that all vehicle drivers and passengers should return now to their vehicles.

Organised chaos ensues, as bus and car passengers crowd the staircases to the car deck as if their lives depend upon it. Meanwhile, the foot passengers, likewise wishing to be off the boat before all others, crowd into the mid-deck foyer by the steel doors that lead to dry land. Only the regular travellers on the route take their time, knowing exactly how long the process of docking will take, and that they will not be trapped aboard the ship as it sets off back to Mull. Four lorry drivers remain seated in the small café area known as the Coffee Cabin, taking their time finishing their drinks; they will wait until the crush has passed before making their way down the stairs, and pass the impatiently revving engines of the cars as they drift casually to their cabs.

One man is more relaxed even than these, still snoozing in one of the comfortable aircraft seats in the recliner lounge, in the third last row, by the window. An older man, of average height, with white hair thinning on top and matching moustache and beard. A thin face and a complexion that suggests the outdoors and plenty of sunshine. And glasses in dark brown plastic frames. Wearing dark blue chinos and a grey polo shirt. Perhaps in his early sixties, though he could be older, thinks the steward, who almost misses him as she checks the room, then smiles and gives him a gentle shake on the shoulder. Older folks falling asleep on the comfortable recliners is nothing new. But he doesn’t wake up, and his head lolls to one side. And as she’s been trained on the first aid course, she feels the man’s wrist, and then his neck, for a pulse.

She knows not to make a fuss whilst passengers are still moving about nearby. “Dave, fetch Ken!” she whispers to a colleague. “We’ve got a problem here. Shut the door behind you. Call an ambulance! I’ll get the defib machine.”

The man has soon been laid on the lounge floor, and under the purser’s watchful eye, resuscitation is attempted. And fails. Soon the ambulance arrives at the quayside, and the paramedics are rushed up to the lounge. One of them examines the man and pronounces him dead. There are no obvious signs of violence, and the man thinks it could be a heart attack. “That’s purely a personal opinion,” he adds. “The guy doesn’t look unhealthy, but he’s old enough. We’ll have to get him to the hospital anyway.” He knows that the vast majority of sudden deaths are due to natural causes, but that a post-mortem is often needed to identify just what was the cause of death. The man’s body is placed on a stretcher.

Meanwhile Ken MacDonald has phoned the car deck, and they report that all the vehicles are occupied and in the process of leaving the vessel. Ken concludes that the man must be a foot passenger. Were he missing from one of the bus parties, the rep would have been around looking for him. He looks back at the seat where the man was found, for a jacket and any baggage. But there’s nothing. That’s odd, he thinks, it’s not polo shirt weather out there.

A police car has arrived at the quayside and two uniformed cops, one male, one female, make their way to the lounge. The female, a competent-looking woman, middle-aged, who introduces herself as Sergeant Morgan, asks the steward, who gives her name as Maureen MacKinnon, what happened. The other, a PC, who seems to Ken to be about sixteen, holds out his personal digital assistant, known as the PDA for short, which looks to all intents and purposes like a mobile phone, to catch her words. Ken looks on and listens. Sergeant Morgan has a lyrical Welsh accent, he thinks; they should use her to record audiobooks.

“I’m sorry, Mr MacDonald,” concludes the sergeant, “we’ll have to class this, for the moment, as an unexplained death. That means we’ll have to call in some forensic people to examine the scene. And a CID officer may want to ask some questions. I’m sure the death will turn out to be natural, but I guess you’re aware that that’s the procedure.”

Ken nods. He is aware. He reports to the captain, and to the terminal, that the next departure will be delayed. The vehicles awaiting it should be held in the boarding queue for the moment, the foot passengers in the waiting room in the terminal, and all should be warned that there will be a delay. This isn’t the first time Ken’s had to deal with an on-board fatality. Last time was four years ago when a 92-year-old woman tripped over her small dog on the way into the main café and hit her head on the edge of a table. She died later in hospital. He knows they have to be patient. That case led to an awkward legal tangle. He hopes this one will be more straightforward.

The paramedics know it too, so they take seats at the rear of the lounge, and wait for the police casualty surgeon to turn up. That shouldn’t take too long as, like the police officers, he doesn’t have far to come. Ken reflects that they’re lucky this happened here in Oban, and not at Craignure.

The two police officers examine the seat where the man died, and the male officer takes photographs using his PDA. Sergeant Morgan asks Maureen if the man had any bags with him. She doesn’t think so. There is nothing beside or under the seat. She suggests that all his baggage could be in his car. Plenty of passengers don’t bring anything up from their cars. And maybe this man just wanted to doze.

Ken calls the car deck team, then reports. “It doesn’t look like he was in a car, or on the tourist coaches. I’ve phoned the car deck and no-one’s reporting anyone missing. And all the vehicles are occupied.”

“Thanks, Ken,” says the sergeant. “Perhaps a foot passenger. Did he have a jacket?”

“No,” answers Maureen. “That’s just how I found him.”

There’s no sign of a coat or jacket nearby. Maureen suggests he may have left that on another seat somewhere, perhaps in the café. Sergeant Morgan puts on blue nitrile gloves and checks the man’s pockets for any clues as to his identity. His trouser pockets are empty.

“That’s very curious,” she says. “Not even a mobile phone.” She sends the boy to the café to look for an abandoned jacket. He doesn’t find anything, either in the café or the other lounge areas.

Now they have to wait for the forensic team, who arrive five minutes later. The police station is just along the front, so it didn’t take them long. They get to work examining the site, while a photographer takes pictures.

Along with them come two CID officers, a slim man in jeans and a black leather jacket and a woman, more solidly built, with short brown hair, in black trekking pants and a purple waterproof jacket. The man greets Sergeant Morgan, then introduces himself to the others present as Detective Sergeant McCader, and his colleague as Detective Constable Vunsells. He asks the same questions as the uniformed sergeant, and agrees with her that it’s unusual that the man has no ID, no phone and no jacket. He asks the forensics team if they’ve found anything. But there’s nothing obvious, nothing that can be associated with the dead man. Some hairs on the floor, a few of which are too long to be the dead man’s. But they might be from an earlier trip. Maureen confirms that the lounge floor is not necessarily hoovered between every trip. They take them away for analysis anyway.

Meanwhile Dr Saffraj, the casualty surgeon, has arrived and is kneeling over the stretcher examining the body. After a few minutes he stands up, and addresses the uniformed sergeant. “I can confirm that this man is dead. As to cause of death, I’m not able to reach a definite conclusion at this point. There are no obvious signs of violence, but also no clear indications of a particular natural cause or medical explanation. We’ll need a post-mortem to clarify the cause of death.” He nods to the paramedics, who pick up the stretcher and head for the door, and the gangway to the terminal.

Ken asks when the next sailing can get under way. Sergeant Morgan looks to Sergeant McCader. “I think we’re about done now,” he says, “but I’d like DC Vunsells to remain on board to check out any CCTV footage you have of the last trip. And the forensic team will keep working here for the next return trip. They’ll cordon off the recliner lounge, which won’t be available to passengers until they’re finished. PC Crane” – here he indicated the young man – “will remain also to keep the room secure. Sergeant Morgan and I will be off in five minutes, and then you can get the next voyage under way.”


1

Detective Inspector Angus Blue opened the team meeting at 2 pm that afternoon in Meeting Room 3, on the first floor of Police HQ, a large white-painted former hotel on the Oban front. Also seated round the table were DS Enver McCader, DC Lena Vunsells and DC Arvind Bhardwaj. On the table were cups of coffee, and a few sheets of paper.

“Okay, everyone, we have at the moment an unexplained death. A man found dead in the recliner lounge on the Glen Reudal this morning. Here he is.” Blue passed each of the others a single A4 sheet, containing, side by side, two pictures of the dead man. “Andy McGuire took these when he’d been laid on the stretcher in the recliner lounge by the paramedics. One shows his top half, still clothed of course, and the other his face. Enver, can you take us through the discovery?”

“Yes, chief. We were alerted at 9.50 by Sergeant Morgan from the boat, and Lena and I went over right away. Man found on a seat in the recliner lounge, appeared to be asleep, turned out to be dead. Paramedics called, then Dr Saffraj, who confirmed that the man was deceased. No signs of violence. No ID on the man, nor wallet, nor mobile. And no bags. No vehicle found without a driver on the car deck. And no-one on the boat reported a friend or passenger missing. The body was taken to the hospital; post-mortem later today, or tomorrow morning, depending on how soon Professor Carmichael can get up here from Paisley.”

“Thanks, Enver. Let’s look at these pictures. Any thoughts? What about his age?”

“Sixties at least,” said McCader, “maybe even early seventies. Looks healthy enough, not overweight by what we can see. Been outdoors a lot. Not as weather-beaten as a farmer or fisherman, maybe does a lot of walking, or gardening.”

“Lena, what about his background?” asked Blue.

Vunsells studied the photos. “I’d say he looks middle-class, if we’re still allowed to say that. Looks like a teacher to me. But that’s just my impression.”

“But your impression is based on subconscious clues. His face, his hair, his clothes, even his expression. It’s not just the glasses. What about how he died. Arvind?”

“Um, no obvious signs of violence, cuts, bruises, bloodstains, and so on. No sign of, er, trauma, on his face. I mean, he looks quite peaceful.”

“Good. It’s quite possible that he died a natural death. Heart attack or something similar. There’s nothing in the pictures that makes us think otherwise. But there are some odd circumstances.”

“The lack of a phone is definitely odd,” put in Bhardwaj. “I mean, just about everybody has one now. And he doesn’t look so old he might not have one.”

“People without phones tend to be the poorest rather than the oldest,” remarked Vunsells, “and this guy didn’t look poor. He’s not emaciated, and his clothes didn’t look cheap. It’s puzzling that he didn’t have a car on the boat. Nor a phone, nor any money or plastic cards. How was he going to pay for anything?”

“It does look,” put in McCader, “as if some of his stuff has been stolen. His jacket, which may have contained his phone, money and other stuff. And maybe a bag or briefcase. It’s even possible the thief may have searched his pockets, and removed anything of value there.”

“Robbing a dead man,” observed Bhardwaj. “That’s really sick. What kind of weirdo would do that?”

“Lena, you were looking at the CCTV on the boat,” said Blue. “Anything useful?”

“Unfortunately there isn’t a camera in the recliner lounge. It’s in the foyer area where there’s a lot of coming and going, what with people coming up from the car deck and going to the café or one of the lounges or outside onto the deck, and looking for the shop, or where people with dogs have to sit. And then at the end of the run there’s total chaos as everybody wants to be first to his car or in the queue for the gangway. And what with our guy being not particularly tall, and not having any distinguishing features …”

“Handlebar moustache, eye patch, duelling scar,” put in Bhardwaj.

Vunsells gave him a withering look, before continuing. “The point is, he’s hard to spot. However, I do have him coming out of the staircase from the car deck at the beginning of the run and going into the recliner lounge. Which is odd if he wasn’t driving a car.”

“It’s possible he was a passenger in a car,” added McCader. “But then, why weren’t the driver or other passengers in the car looking for him? The only thing I can think of is that he got a lift to Craignure from somewhere on the island, from someone he knew. And then arranged with the driver that he’d leave the boat on foot and do his own thing. We’d have to interview all the drivers to find out.”

“That’s possible,” commented Blue. “I can see a lot of work there. Lena, any further sightings?”

“No, chief, that’s it. He doesn’t come out of the lounge through the main door during the rest of the trip. However, the recliner lounge is also connected to a coffee bar selling hot drinks, alcohol and snacks, which itself has another entrance from the foyer via the corridor where the shop is. There’s another camera pointed down that corridor, mainly to keep an eye on the shop. There’s lots of movement along there throughout the voyage, and it’s possible our man could be slipping out among the crowd. But I’ve looked through the footage several times now and I don’t see him, even the top of his head. So it does look as if he went from the car deck straight to the recliner lounge and didn’t come out again. Sadly, there’s no obviously shifty type going into the recliner lounge and coming out again a few minutes later clutching Mr X’s jacket and bag. Oh, that reminds me, when he comes up from the car deck, he’s wearing a jacket, looks like a waterproof one, dark blue. It’s not clear whether he has a bag, there are too many people around him as he passes through the foyer. But I think I could see a shoulder strap, though with the dark colour of the jacket it wasn’t clear.”

Thanks, Lena,” said Blue. “OK. There’s clearly something odd here. The man’s jacket, and maybe a bag too, have been taken. That could be simply an opportunistic theft. Someone thinks he’s asleep and takes the jacket and bag. That presupposes that he’d taken the jacket off and draped it over his knees, or the arm of the chair. It could also be that someone realised he was dead, and took them.”

“He must have had a ticket. We could check with the ticket office in Craignure. They might remember him,” suggested Vunsells. “Oh, and here too, in case he was coming back on a return ticket.”

“Good thinking, Lena. Now that we have photos, can you and Arvind check at the terminal here as soon as we’re done? If there’s no luck we’ll have to try Craignure tomorrow.”

A subdued buzz disturbed the moment of silence. McCader pulled out his PDA and looked at the screen. “Message from the hospital. PM at ten tomorrow morning.”

“Good,” Blue resumed. “That’ll give us a cause of death, and clear some things up. I’ll have a chat with the purser when he comes off shift this afternoon. I’ve met him before – that business during Covid, of the body in the camper van. That’s what got you into the investigative line, wasn’t it, Lena?”

“It was indeed, boss. I don’t want to sound selfish, but Fate dealt me, via Covid, a good hand. Without the lockdown, and that investigation, I’d still be stomping the beat.”

“You’d have made the move to CID sooner or later. Or left the force altogether. You ask too many questions. And have too much imagination. Can you go with Enver to the PM tomorrow? It’s always better to have two pairs of eyes there when we can. We’ll need the dead man’s prints and a DNA sample as well as the cause of death. And a look at his clothing too. Enver, can you get over to forensics now and see if they’ve got anything so far? It’s early, but you never know.”

“Will do,” said McCader.

“Right, let’s leave it there. Arvind, can you or Lena phone me as soon as you’ve been to the terminal? We’ll meet again at eleven tomorrow.”
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A call to the ferry terminal told Blue that Ken MacDonald finished his shift that day at four. He left a message asking Mr MacDonald to wait for him at the terminal at the end of his shift, then went upstairs to Sergeant Morgan’s tiny office. She had an office because she was in charge of Missing Persons and Lost Property.

“Hi, Aelwyn,” said Blue.

“Angus, good to see you. I’m guessing it’s about that body we got this morning.”

“Yes. Enver’s given us a full report. It’s just possible that the man’s been reported missing. Perhaps you’ve already checked?”

“Ah, you know me, Angus. The hordes of the missing are at my fingertips. Looking at this man, he didn’t strike me as the missing type. Too respectable, too peaceful even. But of course, anyone can go missing. He could simply be an elderly gentleman suffering from dementia, who got away from his carers. That can happen, especially if he’s still at home. But there’s no sign of him in the files. I took my own photos, so that I could check straight away, and there’s no-one missing who fits his description. Not in Scotland anyway. It’s possible, of course, that his loved ones or carers don’t know that he’s missing yet. A report may come in in the next day or two that Mr So-and-so of Tobermory has not returned from his visit to the dentist in Oban. It’s a real pity that his ID’s missing. Fancy someone stealing from a poor dead man. What depths do we reach, eh?”

 

Now there was time to start writing his report on the so far unexplained death. At twenty past three, as he was shutting down his PC, the phone rang. Bhardwaj reported that they’d had no luck at the terminal. No-one recognised the man. However, they did say that there were a couple of people who’d been at the desk during the last few weeks and weren’t on duty today. Two of them would be in tomorrow. Bhardwaj offered to go back the following morning to show them the picture. Blue agreed.

 

Blue was at the terminal at ten past four. Ken MacDonald was waiting in the small staffroom upstairs, sipping coffee from a cardboard cup.

“Come in, Angus. Can I offer you a cup of something? It comes from the machine hot and brown, but I’ll leave you to decide what it is.”

“No offence, Ken, but I think I’ll pass. Just tell me what happened this morning, from your perspective.”

“No problem. I announced our imminent arrival at Oban, and asked people to make their way, in an orderly fashion, to their cars. Of course that triggers an instant rush for the staircases down to the car deck. Except for the locals, and the truck-drivers, that is. A few minutes later Dave Sneddon – he’s one of the stewards – arrived at my office – it’s further along on the same level, next to the shop – to say we had a problem. A guy who looked unconscious in the recliner lounge. I told Dave to call an ambulance, and the police – that’s normal procedure with an unexpected death, just in case – and went along right away. We tried resuscitation – all the stewards are trained – but no luck. The paramedics pronounced him dead, and the police doctor confirmed it. Meanwhile the cops had arrived, followed by your people and the forensics guys. I have to say, they were all remarkably efficient, and we had the ship ready for loading in just over an hour. That doesn’t stop some people whinging nevertheless: ‘You’ve ruined our holiday, etc.’ I just tell them that now and then there are delays, for various reasons, and this is mentioned in the Terms and Conditions, which they should have read when they bought their ticket. That usually gives them food for thought.”

“That’s very helpful, Ken. Here’s the thing. It looks like our man may have been a foot passenger or a passenger in a car, and that his jacket and bag were stolen, possibly after he’d died. Perhaps even his pockets cleared too, as we’ve found no identification on him.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“No. Could you do us a favour, and tomorrow, when you’ve time, have a look through the CCTV footage for that run, and see if you notice anything out of the ordinary? Anyone not behaving like a normal passenger.”

“I’ll make the time. ‘Normality’ on the boat does cover a very wide range of behaviour. Usually the presence of other people serves as an inhibiting factor. But now and then there are folk who don’t care what others see them doing. You’d be surprised. On second thoughts, I guess you wouldn’t be. But I will have a look. There are a few local dodgy characters, who aren’t averse to snatching anything that happens to be lying unattended, and there are also a couple of professionals, who move from ferry to ferry. If I see any of them I’ll let you know. Or anyone behaving in a particularly suspicious manner.”

“That’s very helpful.”

“Any time, Angus, any time.”

 

A few more points added to the report, and there was little more he could do that day. The most likely outcome was that the man had died a completely natural death, and had then been robbed by some opportunist who perhaps simply thought his victim was asleep. No, perhaps that didn’t sound like an opportunist. It would need some expertise to rob a man, including searching his pockets, who was assumed to be asleep. A pickpocket, or, as Ken MacDonald had mentioned, someone who specialised in stealing from passengers on ferries. There was certainly a case of theft; whether it would extend to murder they would probably learn in the morning.

 

Back home, he put a couple of home-made sausage rolls into the oven, and poured himself a glass of Czech lager. Actually made in Czechia, as opposed to the Indian, Italian, Belgian, American and other supposedly foreign lagers that turned out when you read the can to be made in Burton-on-Trent or Northampton.

He’d once been content living on his own, greeting the old house when he got home, and feeling its solidity around him. But now the house felt empty when Alison Hendrickx wasn’t there. She had become part of the fabric of his life. Yes, she’d be back tomorrow afternoon, and Corrie the dog too, and that would be normality resumed. Life back in balance, no longer to treat as just his own, but part of a bigger whole. A household. That was it: he was no longer just himself, but part of a household. An old-fashioned term, maybe, but it made a lot of sense. It also gave him responsibilities, even duties. His life was now only half his own, and he was grateful for it.


3

Friday 5th April

They were round the meeting room table at eleven. Outside, the heavy cloud lay almost on the water. It wasn’t raining yet, but it would come soon. Mugs of coffee steamed on the table; the canteen had a new policy of charging extra if you didn’t bring your own mug.

“Morning, everyone,” said Blue. “Right, let’s get going. Enver, Lena, how did the PM go?”

McCader glanced at the sheet of paper before him. “Straightforward at first. No wounds or any sign of trauma on the body. Apart from a couple of bruises on the chest, which looked a few days old, which Professor Carmichael thought unconnected to his death. And he seems to have had some cosmetic surgery recently; there’s what looks like new skin on his face. The prof thought maybe a birthmark or scar had been removed. Things got a wee bit more complicated when he got inside him. Heart and other organs in good condition, but signs in the gastric tract that he’d vomited not long before death. That’s not usual for a heart attack, and could suggest …”

“Poisoning!” put in Bhardwaj.

“Not necessarily,” continued McCader calmly. “He may simply have eaten something that didn’t agree with him. Or had too much to drink the night before and was still feeling the effects. The professor has taken some samples for testing, so we won’t know for sure until the results come back.”

“When does he reckon that will be?” asked Blue.

“He doesn’t want any delays on this one, so he’s taken the samples back with him to Paisley, and will get them straight to the lab. He hopes to get back to me this afternoon.”

“That’s good,” commented Blue, “that’ll give us an indication as to whether he ate or drank something that affected him. What had he been eating and drinking, by the way?”

“Analysis of stomach contents suggest he had a full Scottish breakfast this morning – bacon, fried egg, black pudding, mushrooms, tomato. Even a bit of square sausage in there too. And that he’d drunk a cup of coffee more recently, probably on the boat.”

“Full Scottish might suggest he was staying at a hotel or B&B,” commented Vunsells. “I know folk who have toast and marmalade, or muesli, every day at home, but if they’re at a hotel and breakfast’s included, they go for the lot. It’s possible he just got sick because he’d eaten too much, and then got on a boat.”

“Talking of being sick,” said Blue, “where did that happen? I’m guessing it was on the boat. But where and when?”

“Forensics found no trace of vomit on the carpet around and below his seat,” said McCader, “which suggests he went to the toilet.”

“We’ll need to check whether CCTV caught him on the way there or back,” added Blue.

“Wouldn’t other people in the recliner lounge have noticed if he wasn’t well?” asked Vunsells.

“You would think so,” replied Blue. “We’ll have to try to identify some of them. I’ll get back to Ken MacDonald on that. It’s possible he, or the stewards, might recognise regular travellers who tend to sit there. We could also try to identify from the CCTV footage people who went in there. However, even if we have images, it’s not going to be easy to identify them.”

“DVLA will have driving licence images,” said Bhardwaj. “If we have the registration numbers of all the vehicles on board, we can trace the owners, then pull up their driving licence images, and compare them with images of people going into the lounge.”

“Good thinking, Arvind. OK, make it so! I’ll ask Ken if he can get us a copy of yesterday’s footage, and you and Lena can get to work on it. And while you’re looking at it, see if you can spot our man going to the toilet”

“What if he was robbed in the toilet?” asked Bhardwaj. “The thief sees he’s not looking good, follows him to the toilet. If he was unwell, he maybe didn’t lock the cubicle door behind him, so the thief moves in, grabs his jacket, goes through his pockets – maybe our man was kind of semi-conscious – then goes back to the lounge to get his bag. Then off as soon as the boat docks. Our man finishes his business, then staggers back to the lounge, realises everything’s been pinched but feels awful, sits down, and then has a heart attack.”

“That’s quite possible. Anything else?”

“Can we get hold of a complete passenger list?” asked Vunsells.

“CalMac should be able to supply something. Everyone who books online – and that’s most of the vehicle-drivers – has to provide some basic personal identification and names of all the passengers in the vehicle. It should tell us who are linked to most of the vehicles that were on board. Hopefully our man is among them. Our thief probably isn’t – if he had any sense, and his efficiency suggests he does, he’d buy a ticket for cash at the terminal. Right, let’s meet again at four, unless something comes up before that. Hopefully Prof Carmichael will have something for us by then.”

 

Blue phoned Ken MacDonald on board the Glen Reudal; the purser promised to have copies of the CCTV footage for the previous morning for Blue when the boat next reached Oban, at just after 2 pm. Meanwhile, he sent Bhardwaj and Vunsells to the terminal to get hold of passenger and vehicle lists for the previous day’s 8.45 sailing, then got on with updating his case report.

At two he walked back to the terminal. Now it was raining, not heavily, but with a thoroughness that seemed to apply layers of wetness to everything it touched. He waited in a seat in the corner of the upstairs waiting area, with a view of the bay. The boat soon slid alongside the quay, its upper deck empty of the usual observers. Ten minutes later Ken MacDonald came into the building, and spotted Blue.

“Hi Angus, I’ve only got five minutes, then I need to be back on board. But here’s what you wanted.” He handed over a USB key marked with the CalMac logo. “I’ve had another look through it all. None of our dodgy characters that I could see. Sorry. But I think I did see our man come out of the lounge for a few minutes. Possibly going to the bathroom.”

“Thanks, Ken, we’ll check that out. Thanks for your help.”

 

The meeting at four was disappointing. Professor Carmichael had texted Blue his apologies – the lab wouldn’t have anything for him till sometime Monday morning. Bhardwaj and Vunsells had the list of vehicles and their occupants as well as details of the booking transactions at the terminal, which would at least indicate the number of passengers with each car. But without a starting point, they hadn’t been able to do much with the information. The number of persons inside each car was checked at the departure terminal as the tickets were inspected, and tickets were inspected as foot passengers entered the boat. And this number did correspond with the list of tickets purchased. However, occupants of cars were not counted on exit, and therefore it could not be established that any particular car had one fewer passenger on exit from the boat. Or that another person had taken over the driving of a car whose driver was lying dead in the recliner lounge. Unfortunately no car had been left in the ferry, which would have been a helpful clue as to the dead man’s identity.

However, they had managed to check off each car in the DVLA database, and identified the owner of each vehicle. For most of the private cars this corresponded with the person who had made the booking. They’d also downloaded driving licence images, which could be used to compare with the faces they saw on the CCTV footage, and the dead man’s. Alas, the faces in these images were often faded or clearly years out of date when the age of the holder was checked. Four of the cars and three camper vans turned out to be hire vehicles, which would require them to check with the hire companies to obtain copies of their scans of the hirer’s driving licence, and the quality of the image would be even worse than those from the DVLA. Five of the vehicles had non-UK licence plates, three Dutch, one German, one Italian, which would prove a further complication. And it wasn’t clear yet how useful all these images would be at the end of the day.

They’d also compiled a list of the names of passengers in each vehicle booked online, although all they had here was a list of names, and an incomplete one at that. But the mystery remained, as to why no-one had reported the dead man missing.

“We may have to give his picture to the media,” concluded Blue. “But I’m reluctant to do that now. Let’s leave it for the weekend, and see if anyone reports him missing. If not we’ll have a rethink on Monday. OK. Monday at nine. See you all then. Have a good weekend.”
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Unusually, Blue got back to his house in Connel, overlooking the bridge, before Alison and Corrie arrived. He had a shower, to clear the week’s work from his head, and started to prepare the evening meal. A text message from Alison told him she’d been delayed but would be there by seven. Plans were altered accordingly, and the chopped shallots, peppers, and mushrooms put in the fridge. He skinned the two salmon fillets, removed any bones, cut them into chunks and put them into a closed container and into the fridge too. He decided he even had time to make some chocolate mousse.

It wasn’t until ten to seven that Alison arrived. “Sorry, Angus, I didn’t get away from the college till half past four. Ah, I see you’re puzzled. Notice anything else?”

“You’ve been to the hairdresser?”

“No. Not about me.”

“Corrie! What’s happened to her?”

“No need to look so worried. I made a slight detour to Crieff to leave her with my parents. She likes it there and Mum just adores her. And it gives us a weekend without walkies and interruptions. Just to ourselves. I’ll have a shower now. But I need someone to scrub my back. Any volunteers?”

Half an hour later, Blue started cooking. He opened a tin of anchovies and poured the olive oil into a sauté pan, heated it, added the chopped shallots, peppers, and mushrooms, and fried them for ten minutes. Then in went the anchovies and some garlic, both well chopped. Another ten minutes and he added the salmon chunks, and some satay sauce. As they cooked he put a packet of wild and long-grain rice into the microwave, then, two minutes later, added it to the mixture in the pan and stirred it in. Dinner was served, accompanied by a bottle of good Riesling, suitably chilled. The chocolate mousse made a perfect finish, and they settled down on the sofa to share their week, he with a 14-year-old Oban whisky, she with a Barra gin and tonic.

Her week came first, delivering the annual training course for new Scene of Crime officers in basic forensic archaeology. “It’s always hard work, since they start with nothing, and don’t see what archaeology has to do with police work.”

“But you persuade them.”

“Of course I do. But it’s tiring. And I’m so glad that it’s over. Now what have you got for me?”

Blue hesitated, rubbed his chin. “Well, er, I’ve got something rather special to ask.”

“And you look nervous. Do calm down, it’s only me.”

“Yes, I know, but …”

“And the answer’s yes.”

“What? I mean you haven’t heard the question.”

“You’re going to ask me to marry you. Or should I say, you’re going to offer to marry me. Is it an offer or a request? Perhaps it would be better to suggest that we should get married, and ask my view. That would be more equal, wouldn’t it? But, however you put it, I’m up for it. Count me in!”

“But how did you know …”

“Well, you’ve been more nervous the last few weeks, as if you’re working up to it but not quite getting there. Maybe worried that I’ll say no. Am I right?”

“Yes, I guess so. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. Just getting to the point of committing myself to asking the question. Posing the idea, whatever. But I’m not sure you knew it was that particular question.”

“I’ve a confession to make. While you were cooking, I noticed the little box on the mantelpiece that hadn’t been there before. I saw the jeweller’s name on the top, and had a wee peep inside. It’s a lovely ring, I have to say, very tasteful. You’d only have placed it there to be handy this evening. Ergo, the balance of probability is that it’s for me. I hope I’m right there.”

“Of course you are. Alison, will you marry me? No, I mean shall we get married? Would you like me to kneel?”

“The answer is yes to the first two, and no to the third. Kiss me instead. Then you can present me with the ring, and we’ll see if it fits. I didn’t take it out the box to try it on.”

The kiss lasted a while. Then they had another drink, to toast the event, and found that the ring fitted well.

“I’m not sure if ‘Mrs Blue’ is quite right for me. Can I still be Alison Hendrickx? For work and so on.”

“Of course you can. After all, that’s who you are. I guess for some official purposes you’ll have to be Alison Blue.”

“I don’t mind that. After all, that’s who I’ll be too.”

The rest of the evening went well, especially as there was no need to walk the dog.
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Saturday 6th April

It was ten o’clock before they got to the kitchen for breakfast. Neither was particularly hungry, but they had toast and marmalade and tea anyway. To seal the day with normality. They’d decided they wouldn’t talk about wedding arrangements for a few weeks, just live with the idea, the decision, for a while. To savour it before getting bogged down in the details. Nor would they tell their families until the next week, or they would get bogged down in arrangements which weren’t even theirs to make.

“So,” said Alison at length, “how was your week, Angus? You never got round to telling me, must have had something else on your mind.”

“Nothing much. Just a body on the ferry from Mull.”

And the story was told.

“There’s something not right there,” commented Alison. “I mean him not having ID or anything. It does look like someone robbed him after he died. But no-one reporting him missing, if he’d come on in a car, that’s very odd. You’re sure he did come up from the car deck?”

“I’ve had a look at the video, and it does look like that. And that he had a jacket and probably a bag.”

“And he may have been poisoned?”

“We don’t know that yet. It’s just a possibility.”

“Did he look healthy?”

“I’ve got his picture in the file. Wait a moment.” He went off and came back two minutes later with a blue cardboard file, which he laid on the table between them and opened. The first item was a photograph of the dead man.

Alison looked intently at the picture. “I think I know him,” she said slowly.

“You know him?”

“Didn’t I just say that? No, I don’t know him, as a friend or colleague, but I’ve met him, I’m sure of that. Now where was it?” She stared at the face again. Blue was about to speak but she shushed him. “Don’t say anything. Give me a minute.” She stared again at the face, then put the picture aside and looked at the other shots of the body.

Suddenly she put them down. “Got it! It was at a conference, four or five years ago. An archaeology conference, I mean archaeologists, not forensics people. He gave a paper. It must have been about archaeological techniques. Yes, that’s what the conference was about. It was in Leeds, at the university. ‘Digging in Difficult Situations’ it was called, or something like that. I can’t remember who he is or what he was talking about. But the conference programme will be in a file at my flat.”

“Could we locate it on the internet?”

“One way to find out.”

It took a while to get to it. There was no link on the Leeds University site, but when they looked at the members of the Archaeology department, one of them rang a bell with Alison, a Dr Edith Deansley, and on Dr Deansley’s website were links to all the conferences she’d spoken at, and amongst them there it was: ‘Digging in Difficult Situations.’ The link was to her own presentation, but from there another link took them to the conference programme.

“Gotcha!” called Alison as she ran down the list of presentations and clicked on one. “And that’s him, isn’t it?”

Blue had to admit that the photograph of the speaker did look like the dead man. “Dr Horatio Tallmain. Department of Archaeology, Carlisle University. We can’t assume just yet that it is him. It might be someone who looks very like him. But we should certainly follow this up. Do you think you could find out where he lives? I mean, we could check it out at the station on Monday, and track him down through the electoral register, DVLA and so on. But if you’ve got any contacts who might give us something earlier than that …”

Alison had her phone out. “Let me look in my contacts, and see if there’s anyone at Carlisle. Hmm. No, no-one. So why don’t we simply ring the department? On a Saturday morning, there’ll always be enthusiasts or sad characters or research students in. The phone number’s there on the website. Let me do it. Don’t worry, I won’t mention that he’s dead. Or possibly dead.”

The phone in the archaeology department office rang for a while before someone picked it up. Alison had the speaker on so they could both hear what was said.

“Hello. History and Archaeology Department. Can I help you?” The female voice sounded continental, Blue would have said Italian.

“Hi, this is Doctor Alison Hendrickx? Who am I speaking to?”

“This is Emiliana Rodiezza. I’m a PhD student. Are you wanting to talk with someone? I mean a particular person?”

“Yes, that’s it. Dr Tallmain, is he around?”

“I will find out. The name I do not know, but there are others here, and I will ask. Wait please.” They could hear her footsteps, presumably leaving the room, then nothing, until another voice suddenly erupted from the phone. This time a man. With rubber soles, thought Blue. And a loud, annoyed, tone of voice.

“Professor Batleigh, History Department. Who is this? It’s Saturday morning, there are very few people around, and we’ve all got better things to do than answer casual enquiries on the phone. What is it you want?”

“Hi, this is Doctor Alison Hendrickx. I’m trying to find Horatio Tallmain.”

“Hah! You’re out of luck there. He doesn’t work here any more. Took early retirement about, let’s see, three, no, four years ago. Passed over for a Chair, and when you’re still a senior lecturer at sixty, that’s as far as you’ll get. They offered him a deal to go, and he took it.”

“Do you know where he went?”

“I haven’t a clue. And don’t care either. He had some crackpot notions, we were better to be rid of him. Perhaps you hadn’t noticed, but this is a Saturday. Try phoning the office during office hours.” And the phone went dead.

“That wasn’t very helpful,” said Alison, as she laid her phone down.

“But we’re making progress. One, we know he’s not at Carlisle any more. And two, we know he had some ideas which others didn’t share. We need to get to someone who might know where we might find him now.”

Alison was looking through her contacts again. “I could try Diana Crossley at Newcastle Uni. I’ve got her mobile number.”

After two rings the phone was answered: “Hi, Alison, is that you? Digger, get down! Sorry, I’m walking the dog. Haven’t heard from you for ages. How’s things?”

A certain amount of catching up was necessary, so ten minutes passed before Alison was able to raise the subject which had occasioned the call. “Oh, by the way Diana, I’m trying to get in touch with Horatio Tallmain. I phoned his department at Carlisle and they told me he’d left a few years ago. Have you any idea …?”

“Oh. Harry Tallmain. Yes I remember that, it was during Covid. Not that that had anything to do with it. On the other hand, he was furloughed at the time, he was working on that book.”

“Sorry, which book?”

“The one he ended up self-publishing. None of the usual publishers would take it. Anyway, he’d been getting increasingly restless there, especially as it was clear they were never going to make him a professor. During Covid they offered a deal to people they thought were costing the university too much. He reckoned they wanted to cut down history and archaeology to increase their courses in creative writing. That was making them pots of money, especially during Covid when lots of folk were getting bored at home and looking for new things to do. Digger! No! Leave it! Shit! Sorry, he’s found some fox poo and decided to roll in it. Now he’ll stink out the house and I’ll have to give him a bath. Bad boy, Digger! No supper tonight! And Harry had fallen out with Batleigh, the Head of Department. An obnoxious man, by the way. Harry thought he wanted the archaeologists out altogether, to focus on Modern History. Much cheaper that way, no need for practice at digging for the students, just get them to memorise Batleigh’s latest tome on Boer War generals or Queen Victoria’s German holidays.”

“Yes, I spoke to Professor Batleigh on the phone. Rather briefly. Anyway, what happened to Harry after that?”

“Well, of course, he took the package. I don’t blame him. It wasn’t a bad deal at all. And I think he was relieved to be out of there. The atmosphere wasn’t good, in the department, I mean. After that he spent a couple of years working part-time at the University of South West Scotland, on the introductory archaeology course. I ran into him at a conference in Lincoln, we just had a few words, really, he said he was doing fine, getting the time to work on a new project. Then he just disappeared off the radar. Someone said he’d become a hermit, bought a run-down cottage in the middle of nowhere on a Scottish island.”

“It wasn’t Mull, was it?”

“It might have been. I don’t know.”

“What about this new project? What was that?”

“He wouldn’t say. He said it would make his name. Maybe it was just a fantasy.”

“Thanks Diana, that’s really helpful. By the way, what was his specialism? What area of archaeology? I only came across him in connection with archaeological methods.”

“Early Mediaeval Britain. What we used to call the Dark Ages. He was particularly interested in the relations between the Britons, Picts and Anglo-Saxons in the post-Roman period, that would be about AD 400 to 700. A very murky area, I’m afraid. All the historical evidence is debatable, even Bede has an agenda. So anything you say can be easily challenged, and everyone has their own theories. Digger! Sorry, Alison, I’ve got to go. The idiot has run off after a rabbit. Digger! Digger!” And the call cut off.

“Interesting,” commented Blue. “So, if he is on Mull, that could suggest he’s our man. We can check with the council on Monday. If he lives there, they’ll have something. Council tax data and so on. Even if he’s completely off-grid, he’ll still have to pay council tax if he has a house. We can also look at DVLA and see if he’s got a car. That would enable us to check the cars that we know were on the ferry and see if one of them was his. Is there anyone else you know who might be able to tell us anything about him? Like, does he have any family?”

“Let me see. Henrietta Delgado might know. She’s at Glasgow Uni. They helped USWS get off the ground. She may still have contacts there. I’ll try her. All I’ve got is her office number, so don’t be surprised if there’s no reply.”

Sadly, Dr Delgado’s number only got an out-of-office-message.

“Who’s in charge of the police on Mull?” Alison asked. “Surely they could help.”

“A new man. Can’t remember his name. But Mull is part of Moira Nicolson’s area. I could contact her, She’ll be able to tell us more.” Inspector Nicolson had worked with Blue, and with Alison, on previous cases on Islay and Jura.

“Tell you what, Angus, let me do it. We still keep in touch quite often












OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
The Dead of 11

y ! N
Allan viartixn

AUtNor or 1ne reat beac





OPS/image0.jpg





OPS/image1.jpg






