
		
			 

			[image: title_art.tif] 

			Denise Mina

			 

			 

			 

			[image: Orion_logo_NEW_black.tif] 

		

	
		
			 

			7

			Morrow sat with her back against the wall, calm observer in a blizzard of clammy panic. Three of the most highly paid, powerful men in Police Scotland had been called in. Heavy personnel. As if to justify their places, each took turns monologuing about mistakes others should avoid, things they should be afraid of. A day’s wage from each of them would have paid to keep one of the rural stations they were shutting open for a week. The power differential between Morrow and the rest of the room was so steep she felt that she could be sitting in her pants and no one would notice. Most DIs would give half their pensions to be here. Morrow was astute enough to know that she barely was.

			She kept her own counsel, as she watched Deputy Chief Constable Hughes ask questions of Nolly Dent, her chief inspector. Nolly had a silly name but was a good guy, handsome, small and smart. She saw Hughes half listening to Nolly’s answers, half imagining his chief constable’s reaction. She watched him conduct the meeting calmly, lay out his jurisdictional argument for Police Scotland getting a slice of the seven million when it was found. It was a Scottish case. The investigation predated the move here but the takeover of the firm was a cut-off, a fresh start for a criminal action. It wasn’t his argument. It was the chief constable’s and it was really smart. She had thought of him as vain and petty because of PINAD, but her conviction wavered now.

			When her turn came to speak, Morrow insisted that they should not be blinded by the proceeds money but follow normal protocol in the circumstances. By far the most likely explanation was that Fuentecilla had been killed by her partner during a domestic argument. However, they could use this as an opportunity to access the firm’s files and find out more about what was going on.

			Fuentecilla was argumentative, she told them. She argued with everyone. It was unlikely that her domestic set-up was peaceful. Plus the caller seemed to be her kid. If she had run away she would have taken the children with her.

			Chief Superintendent Saunders smirked at her.  ‘Don’t you think you’re being a bit soft on her? What is this, the mother’s union?’

			Morrow wished she had a Victoria sponge cake with her. She didn’t speak but her face was saying something very eloquent.

			DCC Hughes moved the meeting on. The perils of Roxanna Fuentecilla were obliterated by stats and jurisdictional issues, by suggested strategies for questioning hostile witnesses and legal issues over the proceeds. Morrow would never have noticed, normally. Their job was to police the city, not save the damsel, but she was listening like a member of the victim’s family. The more she thought about it, the more she knew that it was all about her brother. Roxanna was Danny without the shame and resentment. Her defences were down because Danny and Roxanna were so unalike: Roxanna was female, Spanish, wealthy, but she had Danny’s audacity, his same shameless sense of entitlement. Secretly, Morrow realised, she admired that.

			The pointless meeting burbled on. Even the DCC seemed to think the monologues were too long. He got up to leave before the meeting was concluded, nodding at his PA to shepherd them through that last boring bit. He didn’t need to stay because the course of action had been decided: Morrow and a hand-picked DC would attend the missing woman’s domicile, posing as everyday cops on a Missing Persons call.

			They would follow normal procedure, voice record everything for transcript. They would insist on access to the insurance firm’s offices on the pretext of hidden debts. They would get all the info on the firm that they could.

			Three of the most highly paid men in Police Scotland had gathered together to arrive at this complex strategic decision: go and see.

			The energy went out of the meeting after Hughes left. The final statement was rounded up as everyone packed away their papers. The meeting ended in jig time.

			Out on the landing, waiting for the lift down, Morrow stood with CS Saunders. He was a fat man, an important man, but she didn’t really know him. He knew he had offended her and was sorry. He stood next to her, catching her eye, nodding, smiling, seemed to want her to say something. Morrow would have said whatever he wanted her to say, but she couldn’t guess what it was. She smiled back. She nodded back. She was on the brink of giving a thumbs up when he said,

			‘It’s been chaos out there since your brother went away.’

			Morrow dropped her smile. The lift arrived and they got in. The door shut behind them.

			‘Yep. He kept it all quiet,’ CS Saunders told her, ‘is what I’m saying, while he was running things. These people . . .’

			He smiled at her, saw it was going down badly and awkwardly turned his bared teeth to the door. Morrow felt herself go very stiff, as if a spider, too big to swat, was running across her back. Accommodation. No one in the force ever vocalised it but they all knew that the black economy was essential. Men like Danny were responsible for twenty per cent of global GDP. If justice was done and they were all imprisoned, the world economy would collapse. Civilisations would fall.

			‘Yes, sir,’ she said, hoping that sounding agreeable might be an end to it.

			‘Yes, indeed.’ He took that as encouragement. ‘They’re tearing each other to bits over territories now. Little more than a few streets, most of them. The stab stats for last quarter read as if a civil war has broken out.’

			The lift alighted and the doors opened. She should have let him go first, out of respect, but she slipped past him.

			‘Been quiet for years because of your brother . . .’ he called after her.

			‘He’s my half-brother,’ said Morrow quietly. ‘Just my half-brother, sir.’ She walked away without being dismissed: an underling’s revenge.

			McGrain was waiting for her in the lobby. They walked to the car park in silence. McGrain was wary of her mood. As they got into the car, he asked what the chief was really like. He was guessing she’d been shouted at. Morrow said the chief was professional and climbed into the passenger seat. McGrain got in and started the car.

			Danny was carrying on his business vicariously from prison. Not much had changed for him but he had stopped power-broking between factions in the city. It meant chaos on the streets. Keeping the peace was in his interests as much as anyone else’s, but Danny wouldn’t do it any more, just to show them what they had brought on themselves. People were dying because Danny McGrath was in a huff.
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			Iain and Susan stepped carefully on the overgrown path to the pale green front door. The garden was wild and smelled mulchy. The house itself looked well preserved. It was a miniature villa with windows on either side. Little pillars and an open porch over shallow steps.

			Susan stepped up to the door. She turned the key in the lock but waited until Iain was flanking her before she pushed it open. The heavy old door swung into a wide hall, carpeted and papered in faded blue and yellow. Light filtered in from the far kitchen at the end of the corridor. It looked misty but Iain realised that it was a fog of dust, stirred up by the suck of the front door opening.

			Susan looking around as if she’d never been there before. She stepped in and waved Iain over the threshold, shut the front door quietly and tiptoed through an open door on the left, into what seemed to be a dining room.

			The house was incredibly fusty. A dresser just inside the door had a thick layer of dust on it, so thick it looked sticky, as if time had compressed it.

			Iain followed her in. A dirty whisky glass was sitting on the varnished dining-room table in a clear smear in the dust coating. It must have been Susan’s, from earlier, because she didn’t look at it twice. Iain noticed she was tiptoeing.

			‘Is there someone in here, Susan?’

			She ignored him, checked the hall again and then turned to whisper to him, ‘I need to see Mark Barratt.’

			Iain looked at her mouth. Mark Barratt? How could she know about Mark Barratt? ‘Mark’s in Barcelona.’

			‘Will you call him?’

			‘Can’t.’

			She clearly didn’t know Mark. He never took calls when he was away. Everyone who knew him knew that. Left the mobile at home when he was in Barcelona. Sometimes, when he came back he had to go away again almost immediately.

			Iain suddenly wondered if Susan was a cop. She looked like a cop. She was fit and slim, but she was emotional and she was bringing him home, which was not-cop.

			‘Why d’you want to see Mark?’

			‘D’you know who would have his number?’ She began walking down the corridor to the kitchen, careful scanning for someone as she went.

			Iain followed. He was about to ask if she had been broken into, what was going on, but he was startled by the state of the kitchen.

			The kitchen was massive and almost derelict. Big windows to the garden were netted with ragged cobwebs. Part of the ceiling had fallen in and lay crumbled on the worktop. At the far end of the room an archway opened onto a filthy windowed conservatory, filling the room with reproachful sunlight.

			She went into a pantry cupboard, checking it out.

			‘Have you been living in here, Susan?’

			‘No. Just got back a day or so ago. My mum died.’

			Iain thought old Mrs Grierson had died two years ago. He thought he’d heard about it on a day release. The house was messy enough to have been left for years. But Susan had just come back now. She stepped back into the kitchen, saw him again and seemed relieved.

			‘Tea!’ she announced, her mood abruptly lighter. Looking through cupboards, she found an electric kettle under the sink and took it out. She blew the dust off. Iain was not a fastidious man but he didn’t think he’d be drinking anything out of that. She filled it with water from rattly pipes and plugged it in, watching with surprise as it went on.

			‘I’ll go and find some cups,’ she said, and left the room.

			Iain couldn’t fathom what was going on. He wanted a smoke. That was all he wanted and then he’d leave. He dropped down into an armchair and a puff of dust rose around him. The chair was in the mouth of the archway to the conservatory, draughty because a hole had been dug in the conservatory floor under the outside wall, but at least it was blowing the dust away from him.

			He took out a cigarette paper, opened the tobacco pouch and teased out a pinch. Engulfed by the scent of chocolate, he laid it along the paper valley. It was harder to do than he remembered, his fingertips clumsy, but the smell and sounds, the cleanness of it filled his eye, batting away memories of his midnight qualms and the bloody dock and sailing with Susan. His mouth watered with anticipation as he licked the gum. Even though it had been a long time since he smoked, he remembered everything about the ritual of this. He remembered too all that it used to mean to him: a mood change, a cogent plan, a reward or compensation. Now he wasn’t hoping for any of those things. He just wanted to flood his lungs and smother her breath in him.

			Sitting the cigarette between his lips, he felt in his pocket and took out a sand-yellow lighter. He lit it, heard the crackle of the paper, tasted the warm toxins flood his mouth.

			He inhaled. A sharp, pebbled wave scratched down his throat. The tide of nicotine coursed across his inward ocean. Up it foamed, on, up estuaries and rivers, burns and rivulets, until every inland shore and bank was tainted and trilling.

			The smoke kick-started his heart in an irregular bossa nova rhythm. It throbbed in his throat, as if the fat fist of an organ had shifted to make room for the squatter in his chest.

			He felt her ebb. It was working. He tried to hold the breath but his diaphragm convulsed, expelled the smoke in wild, wet, spluttered coughs.

			‘Here we go,’ sing-songed Susan as she came back and sat a tray of tea things on a dusty side table. She pulled a kitchen chair over and sat down next to him.

			Side by side, Iain and Susan looked out into the conservatory. Light filtering through dirty green glass. It wasn’t a modern conservatory full of sofas or anything, but an old greenhouse attached to the back of the house. A crack on one of the panels was mended with time-yellowed masking tape. Empty glass shelves lined the walls. A seedlings table, the wood bleached grey with light exposure, had been shoved to the side of the room, making way for the hole dug next to the ventilation grate.

			‘Shall I pour?’ Susan Grierson smiled fondly at him. The tea things were tacky with dirt.

			‘OK,’ he said, because she was holding the teapot and waiting for an answer. Iain wondered if she could see the dirt.

			He hadn’t heard the kettle boil. He wanted to ask her what was going on but she didn’t seem much more together than he was. It was a mistake, coming here. They weren’t going to help each other. He’d leave in a minute.

			She poured two small, prissy cups of weak tea and added a sprinkle of powdered milk. Iain said he took three sugars and she put them in as well, stirred with a little spoon and handed him a cup and saucer. He took it and put it on the arm of his chair.

			‘What happened in there, then?’ He pointed to the freshly dug dirt floor on the conservatory.

			‘Lead pipes,’ she said. ‘Had to be replaced. They replaced all the piping in the house years ago but that offshoot serviced the garden and the conservatory. Worrying, actually, because Mother was growing her own tomatoes and lettuce and watering them with leaded water.’

			‘Worrying, actually,’ he echoed, glad they were talking normally.

			‘Lead poisoning is cumulative. I mean, she didn’t die of lead poisoning, she had a heart attack. But it’s terribly bad for you.’

			The shape of the hole, long and deep and tucked away in a corner, it made him think of bad things.

			‘The pipes were right deep down there . . .’ She touched her hair and looked harried. ‘There’s so much to do to this house. A lot of it fundamental.’

			‘Dusty.’

			‘Hmm, it is dusty. There are damp spots in all the bathrooms, leaky pipes, and the decoration – dreadful. So old-fashioned. Oh – biscuits!’ She leapt up and went back to the counter again.

			Iain heard her moving about behind him. He was hoping she wouldn’t bring a dead rat over and say it was biscuits, she was a bit Baby Jane, but suddenly something sharp stabbed him in the back, from the inside. She was feeling for a way out.

			He took another tremulous draw on his cigarette. The pain cowered deep. He held his breath, held it, held it, his eyes shut, concentrating. He held fast, though his lungs were begging and his eyes throbbed.

			He felt her wither. He felt her gone.

			Iain let his breath out and found he couldn’t stop. He began to cry. He hadn’t cried properly for a long time. His tear ducts yawned, aching, as salt water dropped from his cheeks down the front of his top.

			‘Jaffa cakes?’

			Eyes flicked open. Susan was holding a blue freezer bag inches from his nose. It had Jaffa biscuits in it, most of them broken. Iain slapped it away just as she let go and the bag slithered into his lap. He picked it up and shoved it at her. ‘GET THE FUCK—’

			But Susan didn’t mean any harm, he reminded himself, and she was in a state too. ‘Look, no thanks, OK? I just . . . I don’t like biscuits.’

			The blurred bag retreated. She walked away.

			Iain wilted forwards over his lap, his hands in his hair. He heard the cigarette singe, smelled the sulphurous tang of burning.

			‘. . . upset?’ She was saying something, he wasn’t sure what she was saying, but she was saying something new. Now she had stopped talking. She was sitting. A warm palm came out and drew a circle on his back.

			The paralysing sadness was lifting. He wiped the wet from his face, pinched drips off his nose. He dried his hand on his trouser leg. The cigarette had burned out. Another cigarette maybe.

			‘More tea? Oh, you haven’t drunk that one yet.’

			Iain glanced over. Her hands were folded in her lap. She smiled, politely, determined to keep to the script of tea, whatever he did. It was annoying how fucking insistent she was about the tea and biscuits and a fucking saucer. For all she knew his best friend might have died. He might not be crying because he was guilty of a terrible thing. She didn’t know. He was angry at her and he looked at the hole in the conservatory floor again.

			Susan was smiling, an awkward moment at a minister’s tea party. They looked out into the smoke swirling in the empty conservatory.

			‘Why did you ask me to come here? How d’you know Mark?’

			‘Well, Iain,’ she spoke confidingly, ‘frankly, I wanted to ask a small favour. I don’t know anyone here, but I’d like a pinch and I heard Mark Barratt is the person to see about that?’

			‘You want a what?’

			‘A deal. Of white. Coke. Charlie. Prince? I want to buy. Can you help me?’
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			Robin Walker was furious when he opened the front door. He chewed his cheek as Morrow and McGrain showed their ID. They spoke to him on the phone? Half an hour ago, about the call this morning? They asked to come in to talk about his missing partner, Roxanna Fuentecilla?

			‘Yes. Come in.’ He karate-chopped a hand at the hall carpet, ordering them to move, snorting with annoyance as Morrow and McGrain sidled into a narrow hallway.

			Policing meant spending a lot of time with angry people, not all of them members of the public. Morrow knew anger well, its moods and its nuances. She found that anger was usually just fear with its make-up on, so her question was this: was Robin Walker frightened because his partner was missing, or was he frightened because someone had called the police?

			‘You said it was an anonymous call?’ He was tall and lean and loomed over them, avoiding eye contact, giving sharp, rhythmic pissed-off little nods.

			‘Yes,’ said Morrow, taking in his thick dark hair and pale blue eyes. Smeary footage from distant cameras didn’t do him justice. ‘Yes, is Ms Fuentecilla missing?’

			Walker caught his breath, dropped his chin to his chest and looked back up. When he spoke his voice was thick with emotion: Yes, she is missing.

			‘And you are . . . ?’

			‘Robin Walker. I’m her partner. Boyfriend.’

			‘Can we go through? Talk to you there?’

			He waved an impatient hand at the living room door and stormed off through it.

			Morrow let McGrain go ahead of her, glancing down the narrow corridor to a rack of coats and saw a green parka with a fur-trimmed hood.

			Heading into the living room, Morrow’s eye was drawn to the carpet. It was new and white. She glanced at the skirting board, checking for carpet worms, telltale strands of wool that worked their way out as a carpet settled. She couldn’t see any and found that reassuring: Robin hadn’t beaten Roxanna to death and replaced the carpet. Probably.

			Compared to the narrow hall, the living room was dazzlingly grand. A chandelier the size of a shopping trolley hung from the ceiling. Two enormous floor-length windows framed heavy-boughed trees nodding gently in the street. Robin and Roxanna’s furniture was designed for a small London flat and the couch and coffee table, the dining table and chairs were dwarfed to doll-size in the high Victorian room. It looked as if the family were squatting in the lower third of a fish tank. Morrow was so distracted by the clash of scale that she didn’t notice the children at first.

			They were on the couch, watching her come in, sitting completely still. Martina and Hector Vicente. Their ankles were crossed, hands folded in laps, backs poker-straight, one a mirror to the other. They looked at Morrow and McGrain with the composed disinterest of Gainsborough portraits. Blonde like their mother, long-limbed and lush-lipped. Neither had a flicker in their expression. She looked at Hector and wanted to smile, remembering him with his mum in the bakery, but he dropped his gaze to the floor and she remembered herself. He was wearing the grey skinny-leg jeans.

			She told them her name, that she was here about their mother, and stood near them. She wanted them to speak. She had a voice recorder running in her pocket so that the bosses and the bosses’ bosses could read every word once it was transcribed. The audio would be useful too though: they could compare their voices to the call file.

			‘Don’t you have school today?’

			‘Our mother is missing,’ said Martina. ‘We thought it would be best if we remained at home.’

			‘I see.’ She wanted a sample of Hector’s voice too. She nodded at him. ‘Don’t you have school, son?’

			‘I do also but my sister’ – he gestured to Martina very formally, it was clear he was talking in his second language – ‘thought it would be best if I stayed home today.’

			Morrow nodded. ‘I see. Thank you.’

			He was still on the child side of twelve, his voice high. The caller could have been either one of them but Martina’s jeans were blue.

			Morrow felt she had to respond to the strained situation. ‘Sorry, Robin, were you having a chat in here, before we arrived?’

			Walker glowered at the children. Hector opened his mouth but his eyes flicked to Martina and she gave him a stare that told him to shut up. No one spoke. It had taken twenty seconds to reach deadlock.

			‘OK.’  McGrain clapped his hands with synthetic cheer, making everyone jump. ‘Here’s a plan: how about you kids go and have kick-about next door and let us chat to your dad for a minute?’

			Everyone panicked in the silence. Then Hector spoke. ‘Robin’s not our—’

			‘Shut up, Hector.’ Martina stood up, her eyes firmly on McGrain. ‘That man said for us to go.’

			She stood, gestured for Hector to get up and led him out. They moved like despondent dancers making the long walk off stage after a bad performance. Walker scowled and followed them, slamming the door, and came back, sitting in their place.

			‘Were you talking to the kids before we arrived, Mr Walker?’

			‘Yes. After you called I asked them and they told me Hector phoned you. About their mum.’

			McGrain smiled gently, ‘You don’t seem very pleased about that.’

			Suddenly animated, Walker looked up. ‘I’m fucking furious. Why did they think they had to go behind my back? I’ve been up all night, worried sick. Just tell me – that’s what I’m angry about.’ He raised his voice reproachfully at the door, continuing the interrupted argument. ‘That’s what I mean. I’m not an ogre.’

			His eyes reddened suddenly, but not with the slow grind of worry, not with sadness, something more intense than fear. It looked like panic. He wasn’t behaving like someone who had murdered his girlfriend the day before and then let the police into his house. He wasn’t trying to act innocent at all.

			Morrow looked away, giving him a private moment. She found herself staring straight at the sixty-four thousand quid display cabinet. It looked smaller than it did in the photographs, but just as ugly.

			‘That’s a one-off. A Larkin and Sons.’ Walker took a deep breath. ‘A design icon, actually. Handcrafted.’

			‘Nice,’ said McGrain politely.

			Morrow nodded and hummed as if she agreed. ‘What is “a design icon”? I’ve never really understood that.’

			Walker struggled to explain. It was a special design. Sort of a very good one? One that other people copied, he thought. He attempted a charming smile. The mouth managed it but his eyes stayed sad and angry. Walker was out of his depth. He was young. Being so handsome wasn’t making him less sympathetic.

			Morrow remembered who she was pretending to be. She opened her briefcase, took out the missing person form and a pen.

			‘So, Mr Walker. Let’s see if we can find her, put an end to your worry. When did you last see Roxanna?’

			Robin Walker looked into the near distance, clutched his hands together and told them that Roxanna had left for work yesterday morning, dropping the kids off at school. He hadn’t seen or heard from her since. It was very out of character.

			McGrain nodded encouragingly as Morrow wrote. 

			‘You’ve just moved here?’ she asked.

			‘From London. Two months ago.’

			‘And how are you enjoying Glasgow?’

			‘Great,’ he said, but a twitch in his jaw suggested otherwise. Morrow tried not to smile. Glasgow was strong cheese: not to everyone’s taste.

			How did Roxanna seem yesterday morning? Fine, normal. She took the kids to school at the normal time but then didn’t go into work, didn’t call anyone, had not been back to the house. None of her clothes were missing and her passport was still here: he’d found it in a drawer in the bedroom.

			She asked him: Had they argued? Most couples argue sometimes. He smiled. We argue all the time. But no. Nothing special. Do your arguments ever become physical? She hit me with a pizza once . . . He hurried to correct himself: but it was funny, she was trying to be funny because we got, sort of, you know, stuck, fighting about something. He refreshed his smile, wrung his hands.

			McGrain echoed the smile.

			Walker was giving a very bad account of himself. If Morrow had no previous knowledge she would be suspicious. The pizza story rang true. If Walker had killed his girlfriend he would be trying to misdirect them. He’d say they didn’t fight, theorise that she had run away. He would have hidden her passport.

			‘Why didn’t you call us?’

			He looked her straight in the eye and, unblinking, said he didn’t know, he just didn’t know. That part wasn’t true: he did know. He hadn’t called because they were doing something illegal. Morrow noted his tell: the long, unblinking stare. He had the grace to wring his hands as he lied.

			She began to work her way through the set questions on the missing persons form: did he have a recent photograph of her? Walker stepped over to the mantelpiece and lifted a silver-framed photo of Roxanna. He handed it to Morrow. Roxanna, head and shoulders, grinning lovingly into the camera lens, a soft spring light behind her. She was gorgeous: high cheekbones, olive skin, scarlet lips. Her thick blonde hair was pulled up loosely, pinned with a feathered fascinator.

			‘Is this your wedding?’

			‘No. We’re not married. We were just at a wedding.’

			‘We might do better with a more workaday one.’ As she handed it back, Walker’s eye fell on the image and yearning, unbidden, overwhelmed him. He turned away and laid the picture face down on the mantel. ‘I’ll get you another one.’

			He left the room. They heard him walk down the hall and then return, hesitating behind the living room door. He came in holding an original iPad, round-edged and lumpy. He sat down next to Morrow, turning it on and opening the iPhoto file.

			McGrain craned to see it: a checkerboard of pictures, most of Roxanna alone but some with her children, all from the past year. It must have been Walker’s iPad because they were nearly all of her: Roxanna on a white beach, Roxanna in a dark London street and, in all of them, Roxanna craning into Walker’s gaze, radiating love. In the manner of digital photography the same view had been captured several times, less an attempt at bettering the image than an articulation of the photographer’s enthusiasm for the moment.

			One or two were of the couple together. Robin and Roxanna standing together in a park, stiff-smiling for whichever kindly stranger took the snap. Some were of Robin and Roxanna with either Martina or Hector, the other child presumably behind the lens. In the group photos where Martina was the photographer Robin’s head was invariably cut off by the top of the frame. She had some of her mother’s pugnaciousness.

			Morrow scrolled down to the more recent ones, taken since they had arrived in Glasgow. Roxanna in the orchid house at the Botanical Gardens. She was standing in the foreground, the light dusky and yellow. Behind her, at opposite ends of a long bench, were Martina and a man Morrow knew as Mr Y.

			Mr Y was an unidentified but recurrent character in the CCTV of the Glasgow PINAD investigation. He was one of the first people Roxanna made contact with when she arrived. He’d been seen going into the office, the house, sitting in cars, always with Roxanna. He was slim, around sixty, dressed carefully and had a neatly trimmed moustache. They’d been trying to put a name to him for weeks.

			In the photo Martina sat as far away from everyone as she could, hard up against the arm of the bench.

			Morrow asked Robin to print that picture. He took the iPad from her, tapped the screen a couple of times and a printer snapped awake out in the hall.

			Morrow referred back to her list of missing persons questions: friends and relatives?

			He told her, only being somewhat cagey: Roxanna’s parents were from Madrid but had died some time ago. She had a sister who lived in Boston. They called each other once a week. They were close. Morrow had listened to the Met’s recordings of the stilted calls. The sister was a snide bitch and Roxanna was warm. ‘Close’ was overplaying it but that didn’t make it a lie: most families were held together with myths. He said Roxanna hadn’t made any friends in Glasgow yet but she hadn’t been in touch with friends in London since she disappeared, he’d called everyone the night before.

			Morrow asked the next question on the form: Did Roxanna have any medical conditions they should know about?

			No, she was healthy. She had a heart murmur but it was being monitored and she exercised around it. It was a stable underlying condition, he said, using an insurance-form phrase.

			She was thinking about the recorder in her pocket, really, imagining herself heard by her bosses, so she read out the next question without thinking: Could they have a DNA sample for Roxanna?

			Walker froze.

			If Morrow had been a real missing persons cop she would have been aware of the emotional impact of the question. She would have tiptoed into it, dropped the tone of her voice or something. She back-pedalled: Only so that they could rule out anyone who happened to be found, not because they had any reason to think anything, you know . . .

			Walker’s voice was husky: Where would he even get a DNA sample? McGrain suggested a hairbrush. Walker stood up slowly and left the room. He came back, his eyes smarting, holding a heated hairbrush reverently in two hands. Morrow took it and thanked him. It was completely useless, heat killed DNA, but she hadn’t the heart to say that to him. If necessary she could ask for something else later.

			She bagged the pointless item and slipped it into her briefcase, asking as she did so for Roxanna’s bank account details and her mobile number, his mobile number and the kids’ numbers too, if they had mobiles.

			He baulked. ‘What do you need her bank account number for?’

			‘To see if she’s taken any money out. That’ll tell us where she is and if she’s safe. We need her mobile number too.’

			He chewed his lip, thinking, and then flashed a cagey smile. ‘Honestly, Rox hasn’t called me.’

			McGrain explained that it wouldn’t just help them check her calls. If the phone was turned on they could track her movements from it. It would really help.

			Walker agreed to give them all of the information but seemed to change his mind when Morrow handed him the form. There was a deal of fumbling with the pen, an overly elaborate writing-out of names. He was reluctant, but in the end he gave them everyone’s numbers: his, Roxanna’s, the kids’. It made Morrow think he was concerned enough about her to give them information he thought potentially damning.

			She asked if Roxanna had ever gone missing before and Walker looked shifty. ‘Not that I’m aware of. We’ve only been together for a year and a bit. She may have. You’d have to ask the kids.’

			‘The kids aren’t your kids?’

			‘No, their father lives in Ecuador.’

			‘Do you know his name?’

			‘Miguel Vicente.’ He spelled it for her and watched her write it down. She asked for Vicente’s address and was told that he had two: one in Quito and a beachfront house in Guayaquil. Both in Ecuador.

			‘Would Roxanna have contacted him?’

			Walker snorted at that. ‘Not bloody likely.’

			‘Why “not bloody likely”?’

			The story came out in a messy jumble. Her ex, he, well, he was a total bastard, sort of, you see, left without telling her where he was going and married someone else a week later (Morrow knew it was a month) and he wanted the kids now, but only because his wife was infertile (she had two kids) but he’d never bothered about the kids before (he had). Morrow could hear Roxanna’s voice in the bitter rant. She’d heard divorce talk before. Vicente didn’t pay a penny in maintenance, either (true). Rox’d seen a lawyer but it made no difference . . .

			‘Of course,’ said Morrow, trying to impress the voice recorder audience with the breadth of her knowledge, ‘Ecuador doesn’t have a reciprocal maintenance agreement. We see this a lot in missing persons. It’s not uncommon for children to be taken abroad by an ex.’

			She imagined the DCC Hughes reading that, surprised and impressed by her erudition.

			Walker looked puzzled, ‘No. The kids aren’t gone. She’s gone.’

			He was right. RMAs were irrelevant. Hughes would read that too. Morrow’s smugness curdled to mild embarrassment. She was addressing the wrong audience. ‘Are the kids in touch with their dad?’

			They weren’t, as far as he knew. Rox got upset at the mention of her ex, he said, and gave a little cringe. Morrow felt that maybe it was Robin who got upset at the mention of her ex. It was the downside of utterly condemning an ex to a new partner: it left no room for mitigation when the bitterness receded.

			She asked him about the business.

			‘Injury Claims 4 U,’ he said. The tacky posters were everywhere, on the underground, on bus stops, jarring red on yellow. The I of ‘Injury’ was represented by a silhouette of a ladder with a tiny red man falling off it. ‘Those posters aren’t hers. The owner was retiring, he was building up the goodwill. I don’t really know anything about her business.’

			Morrow said casually that they would have a look at the books, to check for debts undisclosed at the time of sale, railroading him by segueing straight into: ‘If you could go and find contact details for the children’s father while we speak to them.’

			She stood up and McGrain did too. 

			Robin got up and block her way. ‘This isn’t about custody.’ He said it very carefully. ‘As I said: the kids are still here.’

			‘I didn’t say it was about custody, Mr Walker. She may have tried to contact Mr Vicente—’

			‘No, she hasn’t. It’s not that . . .’

			They looked at each other, Morrow soft, Walker frightened.

			‘Is there something you want to tell me, Mr Walker?’

			‘No.’

			‘Are you sure? Because I feel like you’re worried about something but not being completely open with me.’

			‘No.’

			‘OK.’ She nodded McGrain to the door, ‘We’ll speak to the children.’

			Through the dark hallway and down the back corridor, they stopped at a printer on a table and Robin handed her a B5-sized print of the Botanics picture. It was still damp. They came to two bedroom doors facing each other.

			Martina and Hector were at their respective desks in their respective rooms, both playing dull platform games on their laptops with the sound turned off. They had been listening but now affected surprise that there was anyone there. Martina stood up. ‘May I help you?’

			Robin stepped between them. ‘They want you to tell them about Mummy.’

			Martina spat viciously at Walker, ‘What about her?’

			He took a threatening step into the room, pointing at the girl as if he’d like to slap her. ‘Has she phoned you?  ’

			Martina pointed back at him and shouted, ‘Would we have called the police if she had phoned us?’

			‘Since you called the police? Has she phoned you since then?’

			Evidently it was a high-volume household. Morrow raised her voice. ‘I’ll talk to the kids alone, please, Mr Walker.’

			‘Marty! Has she?’

			‘ALONE, Mr Walker.’

			Malevolent joy rippled across Martina’s face as Walker backed away. Hector was watching from his bedroom door, still as a hunted rabbit.

			Morrow decided to start with Hector. Gesturing for McGrain to follow, she walked into the boy’s room. Martina followed them.

			‘Go back to your own room.’

			Martina tried to catch her brother’s eye. Morrow stepped in and blocked her view. ‘We’ll come and see you in a minute.’ She pulled the door over, not closing it, knowing Martina would listen. They heard the girl step away and shut her own door but felt her vigilance radiating across the corridor.

			Hector sat down on the side of his bed, holding his stomach as if it ached, rocking softly back and forth.

			‘OK, son, we’re just going to ask a few questions—’

			‘In the car!’ he hissed in a whisper, watching the door. ‘They had a big fight. Going to school. Yesterday.’

			‘Yesterday morning?’

			He kept his eyes on the door. ‘Yesterday. Mummy went crazy because Daddy phoned Martina.’

			‘Doesn’t he phone, normally?’

			‘Sometimes. She was furious, though.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Something he said about Auntie Maria. It made Mummy really furious.’

			‘Who is Auntie Maria?’

			‘Maria Arias. Mummy’s friend in London.’

			‘What was it?’

			‘I don’t know. I thought, maybe . . . Daddy had a lot of affairs. Mummy and Daddy don’t get on.’ Hector shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Marty said it was bullshit.’

			‘Hector,’ Morrow whispered, ‘did you report her missing this morning? Did you call us?’

			He nodded. ‘Marty waited in the taxi. She said there would be cameras and two of us was . . . you know. Obvious.’

			‘Why didn’t you just call from here?’

			He looked at the door.

			‘Is it because of Robin?’

			He frowned at his bed.

			‘Do you think Robin would hurt your mum?’

			He shrugged again. ‘I don’t really know him. What’s he doing here?’

			‘Isn’t he your mum’s boyfriend?’

			Hector nodded. Morrow thought he meant that he didn’t want Robin to be there, rather than his presence was confusingly pointless.

			‘On the phone this morning you said, “We don’t know where they’ve taken her.” What did you mean?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Why do you think someone’s taken her? Why not that she’s just run off?’

			He found it hard to articulate but eventually held his hands up at the room. ‘Why are we here, in Glasgow? What are we doing here?’

			It was an astute question. Long-serving police officers were wondering the same thing. He was rocking back and forth, nearly crying. He couldn’t talk any more, could hardly catch his breath. Morrow patted his hand, felt a strong urge to lie and tell him everything would be all right. ‘I’m going to ask your sister about the argument in the car, OK?’

			He hummed warily at the door, steeling himself.

			Morrow got up and went across the hall, knocking and opening the door simultaneously. She found Martina standing by her bed, waiting. Her manner was imperial.

			‘Martina. Can you tell me what your dad said on the phone that made your mum so angry?’

			‘Nothing.’ Martina’s voice was flat. ‘He didn’t say anything.’

			They looked at each other for a while. Finally, Morrow broke the silence. ‘Why did you call us if you don’t want help?’

			‘Get us away from Walker . . .’ Martina was crying a little now, not like Hector though. It was controlled, as if she was squeezing it out.

			‘Are you afraid of Robin?’

			‘No!’

			‘Do you think he had anything to do with your mum—’

			‘No!’

			‘You don’t think he hurt your mum?’

			She couldn’t bring herself to say that. She slumped down on the bed, defeated. ‘No.’

			‘What do you think has happened?’

			‘She calls at four fifteen, when we get in from school, normally. We were worried when she didn’t call, but maybe she was driving?’

			‘Why would she be driving?’

			‘I think she drove to London to see Auntie Maria. I think she gave her a fucking ear-bleed.’

			Morrow took a moment to navigate her way through the teen-speak. ‘Was she angry with her?’

			Martina shook her head. ‘She was angry about nothing. Literally nothing. She went crazy: “What did he say? What exactly.” But he hadn’t said anything. “Auntie Maria said you’re doing geometry.” Literally that boring.’

			She was a child whose mother was missing and she’d been dumped on an unloved stepfather but still, Martina didn’t evoke sympathy, not like Hector. She was beautiful, privileged, but bitter and angry, as if she had everything but couldn’t fucking believe she wasn’t getting more.

			‘You got your brother to call us, why not call yourself?’

			She shrugged carelessly, as if she just couldn’t be bothered, but Hector had been listening and called out from his room, ‘She was crying so much she couldn’t speak.’

			Martina glowered at the door. 

			‘Has your mum ever left you before?’

			‘Never!  ’ She spat the word. ‘She has never, ever left us before. Mummy is fierce about us, so I know there’s something wrong, otherwise she would have phoned.’

			‘Well, she has left and she hasn’t phoned. What do you think could cause that to happen?’

			Martina, chewed her cheek, looked tired. ‘I think she’s in trouble,’ she whispered.

			‘What sort of trouble?’

			But Martina’s chin trembled and she dropped her face to hide it. Morrow saw then that she wasn’t mean or haughty, she was just a child who didn’t know where her mum was and she was scared. Fear with its make-up on.

			‘Money trouble?’

			She gave her lap a tiny nod and then glanced up at McGrain, pleading with them not to press it.

			Morrow didn’t want to ask. Incriminating evidence from children looked bad, especially if they had been questioned without an adult present. They could ask her to elaborate eventually, if they needed to.

			Morrow held up the photograph from the Botanics and pointed out the mysterious Mr Y. ‘Who’s this man?’

			‘Frank Delahunt. He’s the lawyer for Mummy’s business up here. He’s a creepy wanker.’

			 

			Back in the car with McGrain, Morrow puzzled the dynamics in the family.

			‘What do you think? Martina seems desperate to get away from Walker. Is it a child protection issue?’

			‘Nah,’ said McGrain, knowing exactly what she was talking about. ‘Bosses wouldn’t let you anyway. They’ve spent too much on it.’

			He was right. Abusing stepfathers with an eye on a child often picked chaotic families, but usually with a mother they could control. Roxanna wasn’t that. Both the Met and Police Scotland had spent too much money on the case already to let Morrow blow it with a speculative social-work intervention. A request for a home visit wouldn’t make it off her desk.

			‘She hates him,’ said McGrain. ‘He’s her stepdad. The problem is that he’s a child himself and he hates her back.’ He started the engine. ‘I’m a stepdad to three.’

			‘Do they hate you?’

			He pulled up at the lights on the busy Great Western Road. ‘They did. At first. Their mum thought it would never pass. Your job is just not to react. It was easy for me. Mine are diamonds.’

			Morrow looked out of the window as the lights changed and they drove on.

			She didn’t think Roxanna Fuentecilla would walk away from her kids. But Morrow had to face the possibility: maybe she didn’t know her at all. Maybe all the good stuff was just projected hope.

		

	
		
			 

			10

			Iain tripped downhill along streets of high hedges around big houses. He felt conspicuous, imagined householders spotting him through their windows and stopping to neighbourhood-watch him. He knew a lot of the town, but nobody from up here. The big-house people were often incomers. They kept themselves separate, above, geographically, socially, even in the elevated seating positions of their high-up cars. Iain’s only contact with them was through their cleaners, or childminders, or if he met their gardeners in the pub. Or if they approached him for a deal. Susan Grierson made sense now. She’d probably ask him to recommend a cleaner when he got back.

			He turned eastward, heading for Tommy’s mum’s. It was helping his mood, having a thing to do. Even walking was helping him keep focus, the slap of his feet on the pavement drowning out the physical sensations of the morning. He stopped at a kerb, heard a seagull in the distance and remembered the rough dock pressing hard on his knee, the warm wet of her breath on his lips. He hurried across the empty road without really looking, eager to get moving again.

			Five blocks down he arrived at Tommy’s mum’s tenement. The window frames were peeling. Someone had emptied an ashtray from their car into the gutter just outside. The entry door was propped open with a broken brick. He walked into the concrete close and the familiar smell of damp and sea and air.

			Tommy lived with his mum, Elaine Farmer, in a disabled-access flat on the ground floor. Lainey had bad knees. Iain had known her for a long time. He flicked the letter box a couple of times, the metallic clack ricocheting back from the stone walls of the close.

			He listened. A footfall. A door creak. He could imagine Elaine standing still inside, wondering.

			Finally, she called out, ‘Who’s it?’

			Iain leaned into the joist where the door would open. ‘Me, Lainey.’

			Pause.

			‘Iain Fraser,’ he said.

			She shuffled across the hall and opened the door a crack, peering out with one eye. ‘Keep hearing you’re back.’ She opened the door to let him in.

			God, she was old. And heavy. One good thing about prison food: it was hard to get fat. She had a purple T-shirt on, too small. It was gathered around her middle. Her thin blonde hair was tangled at one side.

			Lainey had not grown into her looks. If anything she’d grown out of them and she wasn’t looking after herself. Her grey skirt was ripped at the hem where it had caught on something. Her legs were bare and her calves bulged with black veins, as if she was already full of worms. She wore slippers shaped like black and white footballs. Iain stared at them to spare himself the sight of her.

			‘Footballs. Like ’em? Tommy got me these for Christmas. Comfortable.’ She dropped her voice to a sensual murmur. ‘What you doing here, Iain?’

			Iain and Lainey had a night a long time ago; a high point for her, a low point for him. Iain wouldn’t let her know he felt that way though. She’d never been very attractive but she was nice.

			‘Kind of looking for Tommy, Lainey, looking to buy.’

			She tutted reprovingly. ‘Not for yourself?’ Iain was known for his abstemiousness. It made him stand out.

			‘No,’ he gave a sheepish smile, ‘just for a friend.’

			‘Oh.’ She looked down the close. ‘Tommy’s out just now. But seeing as it’s you. Much you after?’

			‘Three gram?’ He held up the money. It was more than a pinch but Susan had given him the price plus half again to get it.

			‘Come on in, well.’

			Iain didn’t want to be alone with Lainey in an empty house. He wanted to keep on walking, actually. Stay moving, stay outside, but he couldn’t think of a good excuse so he slipped sideways into the hall, flattening himself against the wall by the door as she shut it.

			‘Well, my God, Iain Fraser.’ She stepped back to look him over. ‘You get better-looking every time I see ye.’

			She reached forward to touch his chest and Iain flinched away. He couldn’t be touched today, not by her and not there. She was hurt. He mumbled an apology.

			‘Nuh nuh.’ She dropped her hand. ‘You’re entitled.’ She glanced down at her slippers, lifted a hand to touch her messy hair. He could see that she was blaming herself, finding the fault in her appearance.

			‘Lainey, I’m . . . it’s been a hell of a day . . .’

			‘Fair enough, Iain. Just saying.’ She tried to smile warmly but dropped it and turned away, casting a saucy look behind her. ‘Just . . . wouldn’t kick ye out, if you know what I mean.’

			Iain stayed where he was and watched her shuffle down the hall. The ridiculous slippers made her look as if she was dribbling two footballs. He pressed his hands to the wall behind him and waited. He could hear her rifling through a drawer.

			He remembered the hallway being bigger than it was. He slid across it in his socks before dawn, trying not to make a noise as he left. Tommy was at his dad’s, the house was empty, but Iain had started at the sound of a pipe clanging as it came to life. He hurried across to the door, saw Tommy’s school bag and trainers in a pile by the cupboard, thought they were his own for some reason, and stopped. Lainey was at the bedroom door before he got moving again and she took him back to bed. They tried again, and again he couldn’t. She was too raw. Even when he shut his eyes all he could see was her face, her broken veins, her drunken smile. The second time he came out of the room into the hall Lainey called after him that she wouldn’t tell anyone, it was their private business, he shouldn’t be ashamed. Iain wasn’t ashamed. He’d have been more ashamed if he had been able to. It would have meant he was blind to the smog of need and lies around her. She didn’t want it either. They called it sex because they didn’t have the words for what they needed. They were both looking for a hand to hold in the dark, a friend, a makeshift mooring.

			In the back room now Elaine slammed the drawer shut. She came back out, cellophane wraps in her hand. ‘Tommy’s already bagged them into grams.’

			Iain gave her two thirds of the money. ‘Very efficient.’

			‘Aye, small businessman of the year, all that shite.’

			Iain opened the door. She knew he wanted to get away. He’d hurt her and wished he hadn’t but he couldn’t think how to make it OK so he just walked away.

			‘Iain,’ she called after him down the close. Iain turned back. ‘Not want to stay for your tea? I’m making Tommy’s anyway.’

			He didn’t want to see Tommy.

			‘Shepherd’s pie?’ she said, as if that was what was worrying him.

			‘Nah, you’re all right, Lainey, but thanks, love.’ He stepped away.

			‘Iain?’

			He turned back once more to look at her, keeping his body to the door.

			‘Iain, I can see . . .’ Lainey drew
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