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A year before

She couldn’t believe she
was falling. It had started as a stumble backwards when her fingers
had slipped from the mobile phone. She had moved her legs to keep
her balance, turning her body to try to recover. But she had
tripped on a little rocky outcrop and her other foot had skidded on
the wet grass, and the slope had steepened, and now she was falling
forward, still tripping and sliding. Her balance went completely
and she hit the ground and tumbled and rolled, faster and
faster.

This was ridiculous! She
gave something approaching a laugh, which turned to a
gasp.

Then she was over the
edge, past the point of recovery, and she gasped again, the sound
whipped away from her. Her feet and hands scraped and scrabbled at
the thick plastic mesh that had been pegged over the rock face to
stop bits of it falling down to the road, but by then she had lost
all orientation. She couldn’t stop herself now.

This is stupid, she
thought.

She rolled and tumbled,
and finally hit the soft earth at the base of the Rock, before
rolling onto the tarmac of the road, scraping her arms and smashing
her face onto the hard wet surface.

She lay in silence,
apart from her heavy rasping breaths. She was alive. In some pain –
she daren’t try to move – but alive. Thank god.

She tried to make sense
of what had happened up there on top of the Rock, and wondered how
long she’d lie here until help came. She heard the car coming and
sighed with relief, until she realised it wasn’t slowing
down.

***

The cafe was on a
corner, shaded and hemmed in by scooters and wheelie bins. It was
off the main drag, and so generally avoided by the horde of
tourists from the cruise ships, who swarmed over the city and up to
the Moorish castle. So generally Craig Steele had it pretty much to
himself.

He lit a cigarette and
settled with his lager and his paperback at a table in the narrow
alley, just a few feet across from a concrete and glass building.
Ten minutes later he ordered another lager from the waiter, and lit
another cigarette – effectively chasing away a couple who’d been
about to sit at the next table.

When he sensed the
presence near him, he thought it was just another tourist thinking
of sitting down, but this person didn’t move. He was standing quite
close.

Steele looked up. The
man was tall and fit, with hair tied back in a ponytail. He stood
with a cocky smile on his young-ish face.

‘Can I help you, pal?’
Steele asked. In his accent, this was not a friendly
offer.

The man sat down at
Steele’s table, leaning back. Steele tensed automatically and
uncrossed his legs.

‘Puedo
ayudarte?’

‘I’m the guy from Andy
Robertson,’ the man said. His accent was London, and his demeanour
was cheery. He sat with his legs splayed, one hand reaching into
his back pocket to bring out a folded, crumpled
envelope.

Craig Steele looked
round, but there was no one else taking any interest. He sat up in
his seat, leaning towards the man. ‘Oh aye?’

The man slapped the
envelope on the table. ‘It’s all in there.’ He signalled to the
waiter and managed to indicate that he wanted two large
beers.

Craig Steele put down
his paperback, finished his lager, and reached for the envelope,
ripping it open and reading the note inside.







Hi big man

The irritating cockney
cunt that gave you this is Freddy Morton, and he’s the real deal –
he’s got a track record and we’re cool with him. I won’t say you
can trust the cunt totally, but you can believe him for now. The
IBAN and BIC numbers are down below here. Whatever you transfer to
us will come back trebled at least. We’ll start small, just to show
it’s working, then we can build up. So go for whatever stake you
want, big man. I suggest 10k to start with.

Once you’ve done it,
burn this letter. It’ll be a new account next time.

Give Freddy your account
details, buy him a pint, and tell him to fuck off back here to
Glasgow.






Craig Steele re-read the
letter, and folded it away carefully in the top pocket of his
shirt. The lagers arrived, and the two men stared at each other.
Steele was big, with vague traces of grey hair. He sat leaning on
one elbow, his breathing shallow.

Freddy Morton sat
grinning at him.

Craig Steele decided
that he really didn’t like Freddy Morton. And he didn’t trust that
easy smile.

***
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A year later

Amanda Pitt and Pete
McLeod saw Licker McGuire emerge from the doorway of the Station
Bar and pause to light a very thin roll-up. He looked up, saw them,
and did a double take. Then he shrugged and continued walking
towards them, in the direction of Cowcaddens subway station, his
body hunched against a stiff cold breeze, his free hand in the
pocket of his leather bomber jacket. Amanda and Pete walked in that
direction too, letting Licker catch up with them.

‘Can we have a word,
Licker?’ Pete asked, not looking at him, trying not to appear like
this was a conversation.

Licker lifted his head
to the leaden sky, and took a big drag of his cigarette.
‘Whit?’

Amanda smiled. He was
the same height as her, and about the same age, but with a slightly
hunted, scavenger look. Very short hair, a prematurely lined narrow
face with a permanently aggressive stare.

Pete – slightly taller
and only marginally less scruffy than Licker – looked around as
they walked. He was looking for anyone paying too much attention to
them, but there were dozens of windows all around in the low-rise
flats, dozens of people walking about: any of them could walk past
and double back without him noticing.

‘We’re still
investigating those burglaries on Buccleuch Street,’ Amanda said,
nodding her head in the direction of that street, on the other side
of the main road.

Licker sniffed, took the
last drag from the cigarette, and looked down at his feet as he
stamped it out. ‘Oh aye?’ His eyes avoided hers.

‘But mainly we’re
interested in the Robertsons. What are they up to these
days?’

They reached the mouth
of the underpass, near to the entrance to the subway station, and
they had to stop to continue talking.

Licker’s nose twitched,
and his head gave an involuntary sideways jerk. His shrug was
unconvincing. ‘Couldn’t say, Sergeant Pitt.’

‘We’ve heard they’re
shifting a lot of MDMA pills. Es.’

He lifted his eyebrows
and the head twitched again. ‘Aye?’

‘Anyway, back to those
burglaries…’

His breath hissed in
through his teeth and he started looking around, just like Pete
was. ‘They’ve cornered the market, like, since big Craig Steele
fucked off a few years ago. They’re the go-to guys for Es nowadays.
In Glasgow anyway.’

‘And the supplies come
from…?’

He shook his head.
‘Don’t know. Down south. England. Somebody said London, somebody
said Manchester. Don’t know.’

Amanda nodded. ‘If you
happen to hear of a delivery coming then do let me know,
Licker.’

‘Aye sure.’

‘By the way, we’ve got
photographs of the laptops stolen from those flats, and the serial
numbers – they’ll be unsellable. And we’ve got the IMEI numbers of
the stolen phones – they’ll be unusable.’

He swallowed and
blinked.

‘So we’re just waiting
for them to turn up. We pay for information, remember.’

‘Aye, I remember.’ He
turned away from them, heading towards the door of the subway
station.

They watched him
go.

‘So that’s three people
have given us Manchester,’ Pete said. He shivered in the cool, damp
breeze. ‘Right, what now, boss?’

She checked her watch.
‘Ramesh wanted to see me. I’d better get back. I’ll tell him what
Licker said – he can pass it back to OCCTU W.’ This was Police
Scotland’s Organised Crime and Counter Terrorism Unit – the ‘W’
referred to the Glasgow section, covering the west of Scotland.
OCCTU’s duties included the drugs trade. Local detectives – like
Amanda and Pete – were sometimes asked to use their local contacts
to provide intelligence. They knew the Robertsons, just as they’d
known Craig Steele – and Ken Talbot, Sandy Lomond and the rest.
Talbot was dead, but Lomond and Steele had managed to slip away,
leaving a vacuum that had now been filled.

‘What do you want me to
do?’

‘Come back to the
station with me and see if they want us to do anything more on
this. Until then you can carry on getting through your
emails.’

‘Haud me
back.’

They walked the short
distance to their police station on Stewart Street, contained by
those low-rise blocks of flats. Pete went to his desk, while Amanda
went to find Ramesh.

Chief Inspector Ramesh
was free. Amanda knocked and went in, closing the door behind her
and sitting opposite him, knowing that there were never any
formalities, or small talk, or offers of tea or coffee. The room
was sparsely furnished and quiet.

Ramesh was a big tall
Sikh with dark skin, and saggy, baggy dark brown eyes. He made
Amanda look and feel even slimmer than she was. He nodded at her
and pushed two full ring binders across the desk towards
her.

‘We’ve had a complaint,’
he said.

She frowned, feeling her
heart-rate increase.

‘Not about you,’ he
added.

Amanda
relaxed.

‘There was a death just
over a year ago in Clachdubh.’ He pointed in the general direction
of north, and Amanda nodded: the name was familiar. ‘A young woman
fell down a hill there, landed on the road, and was hit by a
passing car. She died, sadly. It was all fully investigated by
Inspector Jones, the local man, and his team. The Fiscal ruled it
was an accident because there was no evidence to the contrary.’ He
held up his hands. ‘Case solved, no problem.’

Amanda was nodding: she
remembered it now from the papers. No major story, just a sad
footnote to all the rest of the deaths in the world. A waste of a
young life.

‘Until the woman’s
mother decided that it wasn’t accidental. She thinks her daughter
was murdered.’ Ramesh turned down the corners of his mouth.
‘Murdered by person or persons unknown, for reason or reasons
unknown – but the mother’s prime candidate is the FBI, or GCHQ, or
whoever. And of course, all police forces were complicit in the
cover-up.’

‘Any basis for
that?’

Ramesh sighed. ‘The
woman and her husband are Syrian immigrants – from twenty-five
years ago, not from the recent crisis. The father’s name is Salah
Khalaf, the mother is Dina Khalaf. The dead woman was their only
child, Rima Khalaf. She was born in this country. The mother thinks
her daughter was murdered and she is threatening to make a fuss if
we don’t re-investigate.’ He pushed the folders slightly further
across the desk towards Amanda, so that they were in danger of
over-balancing onto her lap. She reached to steady them. ‘She wants
a fatal accident inquiry at the very least. Talking about hiring an
investigative reporter.’

Amanda looked at the
folders. ‘You want me to investigate her complaint? Shouldn’t the
Fiscal Service be the ones to investigate?’

Ramesh pursed his lips.
‘We’ve been asked to look at how the investigation was handled
first.’ He coughed. ‘You are not investigating the death, you are
investigating the investigation. Clear? If you find it was all done
perfectly competently, then we tell Mrs Khalaf that, and let her
grieve. Or make a bigger fuss, whichever is her choice. Whatever:
we spike her guns. However, if you find there were gaps in the
investigation…Well, we will make a judgement call on how important
those gaps are, and we will probably have to take it back to the
Fiscal who may ask for a re-investigation of the whole case. But
I’ve skimmed through the stuff and it certainly looks to me like
the death was accidental. And I certainly do not have the resources
to re-open the whole investigation. But you must investigate the
complaint thoroughly.’

Amanda nodded, already
hoping to hell she would find nothing amiss.

Ramesh coughed. ‘For the
purposes of this investigation – and this investigation only – you
will be given the rank of Acting Detective Inspector.’ He looked
unhappy. ‘This will give you status in Mrs Khalaf’s eyes. HR will
sort out your pay for the week you will spend on this.’

‘A week?’

‘Yes. I can give you the
rest of this week for fieldwork, and then next Monday afternoon you
give me your report.’

‘And I can…’

‘You must obviously go
to Clachdubh. Normal procedure would be to speak to the original
investigating team and the original interviewees – wherever
practical, of course. And with Mrs Khalaf. I have telephoned her,
and she is willing to come up to Clachdubh this Wednesday to meet
with you.’

‘How about Mr
Khalaf?’

‘He has not been
involved at all – he is very busy with his business,
apparently.’

‘What does he
do?’

‘He’s a pharmacist –
owns a shop in Manchester.’

Amanda nodded. ‘And I’m
alone doing this?’

‘I can’t spare anyone
else. You need to brief DC McLeod on his duties for the time you
are away, and then you go.’

‘We’ve had another
confirmation about the Robertsons and the MDMA pills, by the way –
and about manufacturing in England, possibly
Manchester.’

Ramesh nodded. ‘I’ll
pass that back. They’ll say if they want us to assist any
more.’

There was a silence, and
she realised the meeting was over, so she stood and picked up the
two heavy folders. ‘Thank you, sir.’ She tried to say that without
sarcasm.

Outside, she told Pete
what had happened, and they started sketching out a plan for him to
work on during the rest of the week.

‘Do you know this place
Clachdubh?’ she asked him, once they’d finished.

He nodded. ‘Up near the
Trossachs,’ he said. ‘Never been there, I don’t think. You going to
travel?’

‘Think I might just stay
over, saves dragging through the city morning and night.’ Her flat
was on the south side of the city, so a daily commute to Clachdubh
would waste hours each day. She automatically started searching
online for hotels.

‘No offence, but I think
this is a shit job you’ve got, boss.’

‘How do you
mean?’

‘If you find out
nothing, this woman will be pissed off, and if you find out
something Ramesh and Police Scotland will be pissed
off.’

She nodded. She had
already worked that out.

‘Still, Acting Detective
Inspector Pitt, eh?’ He grinned and gently punched her upper
arm.

‘Ouch.’

***
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Gary sat at the till and
swiped his card while the supervisor lifted away the
Sorry Till Closed sign
and swung the gate open. An old woman began to unload her trolley.
As he waited, Gary spotted that attractive red-haired woman with
her basket, looking up and down the till queues, and finally
deciding that Gary’s was the best option. He saw she was wearing a
scoop-necked top, and hoped she’d be doing a lot of bending over
when she got to him.

He took a deep breath
and shifted in his seat. ‘Would you like any help with your
packing?’

The old woman pursed her
tight, wrinkled lips and shook her head, and Gary started scanning
her items. Lives alone, he thought. Money’s tight – all ‘value’
products. Sad. But she looks like a miserable old cow. Or did she
just become that way…

She packed, paid and
moved away, and the redhead was there, giving him a smile as he
offered her help with her packing, her hair bouncing as she shook
her head. He scanned her items, his eyes flicking to her cleavage
as she leaned to pack. She’s beautiful, he thought. Fit, in every
sense. Not married. He sighed deep inside.

A bottle of rosé wine.
Chicken thighs. Garlic, ginger. Peppers. Spring onions. A bunch of
coriander. Packets of biscuits. Pack of ground coffee…

As he scanned, he
conjured an image of a romantic evening with her, chatting over the
curry she’d made, drinking wine, making love all night until the
sun rose.

‘That’s twenty-seven
pounds fifty-four, please. Have you got a club card?’

‘No – sorry.’ Her voice
was soft – Scottish but cultured, not rough like his.

He watched her lean over
the card reader, shielding her PIN, and then he handed her the
receipts as they spooled out. He pointed out the petrol offer. ‘And
your shop today has been fifty-four pence cheaper than Asda,’ he
said.

‘Thank you.’ She smiled.
‘Every little helps!’

She lifted her
bag-for-life, and his eyes stayed focused on her as she walked
away. He’d seen her before in the store over the past month or so.
A lot. He liked her. He shifted again in his seat.

‘Hi, Gary.’ The two huge
plastic bottles of cider rolled sideways along the conveyor belt.
It was Jill and Jasmine, who’d been in his year at
school.

‘You workin here all the
time, Gary?’ Jill asked. She was short and dumpy, contrasting in
every way with Jasmine.

He nodded.
‘Yup.’

‘All the time? Is it no borin as
fuck?’

He shook his head. ‘I
like it.’ It’s mindless, but I see people, he thought. I see people
like the redhead; I get to talk to them. And I put them in my
stories. ‘Can I see your ID please?’

‘For fuck sake, Gary.
You know us.’

The couple in the queue
behind the girls were frowning, their lips moving.

‘It’s the rules. No ID,
no service.’ He knew they were nineteen, of course, same age as
him, but he also knew the rules – and he knew this would annoy
them. Jasmine McCallum in particular. She thought a lot of herself,
he thought – though with good reason: she had long black hair, an
artificial tan, and a figure that turned heads. Big eyes and full
lips.

‘Come on, Gary,’ Jasmine
said, in a seductive voice, eyelashes fluttering.

He shook his
head.

‘Aw, fuck this,’ Jill
said. ‘Come on, Jasmine. Leave this sad wanker to it.’

Jill almost dragged
Jasmine away, but she turned to give Gary a smile, and then stuck
out her tongue, making a fast licking motion with the tip. He knew
she was teasing him, but it still unsettled him. He knew that she
was unattainable but he’d get even with her, one way or
another.

He lifted the bottles of
cider off the conveyor belt and put them aside. He smiled at the
couple in the queue who were still frowning and tutting. ‘Sorry
about that. Do you need any help with your packing?’

***

We had ridden for two
days, following the thieves who had taken our cattle. And during
the night we’d crept into their village, and we had exacted a
terrible revenge on those men. They screamed and begged for mercy
as we dragged them out in front of their womenfolk and we sliced
them from neck to groin and left them in the open.

Most of the women were
scrawny, dirty and bedraggled, but my men pulled them aside anyway
and took their satisfaction. I entered one hut, my sword still
dripping blood, and saw the young dark-haired woman. She was not
yet twenty, but I could see she was a woman.

‘No –
please!’

I stood over her and
told her to disrobe. She crouched there shivering, the fire
flickering shadows across her young body. I pushed her onto her
back and lifted my kilt. Her eyes grew wide. ‘No, no,’ she
cried.

Soon she was moaning
with pleasure as I…






‘Gary!’

Gary saved the document
and closed the window, and then closed the browser behind it. He
was breathing quickly, his erection almost intolerable.

‘Gary – you up
there?’

He stood up and opened
his bedroom door, shouting back down: ‘I’m here, Dad. What is
it?’

‘What are you up
to?’

Gary made his way down
the steep narrow staircase to the small lounge where his father was
turning on the TV and flicking through the channels. ‘Want to get
me a beer, son?’ He selected a film channel and started rolling a
cigarette.

‘Aye sure.’

Gary’s father was barely
forty, and short, thin and muscular. He accepted the open beer can
without looking away from the television. ‘What have you been up
to?’

‘Just doing some
writing.’ Gary sat down. The programme on the TV was a film
involving cars: cars being driven very fast and crashing into each
other.

There was a snort. ‘You
and your writing. What is it now?’ He lit the cigarette and inhaled
deeply.

‘Still that historical
epic. Scotland in the eleventh century.’

‘Oh aye? Loads of sex?’
He laughed.

‘It’s
based on fact.’ But there was
plenty of sex, he thought. He’d taken care of
that haughty bitch Jasmine in this evening’s work, and there was a
long-term storyline for the redhead somewhere in his
head.

His last main female
character had been thrown from Dumbarton Rock, the centre of the
Scottish empire a thousand years before. He wasn’t quite sure how
to dispose of Jasmine McCallum just yet.

And the redhead would be
next, he thought.

***
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In another small bedroom
in a small council house in Clachdubh, a former classmate of Gary’s
lay back on his bed, smoking a roll-up, Beats headphones clamped
over his ears, the sound still loud enough to be clearly audible to
anyone else in the room.

But there was no one
else in the room. The driving beat – faster than resting heart-rate
– echoed from the walls, and threw itself out of the open
window.

Jamil smoked and
thought. He thought about fighting and death. He thought about
women and sex. He thought about women and death.

Specifically he thought
about Jasmine McCallum. He knew she had a fascination for him, and
sometimes gave him a come-on, but she always ducked away whenever
he got too close.

He hardly saw her
nowadays. She had a job at that place in the business park, on
reception. He had nothing. No money, no hopes. Jasmine was as
unattainable as could be, unless…He smiled, and the cigarette smoke
that rolled from his parted lips was sucked into his nostrils. Yes,
she might respond to danger, the threat of death.

A new track played and
he impatiently skipped it, then another, till something harsh and
angry burned into his head and he let go of the ancient iPod. He
dropped the end of the roll-up onto the plate on the floor by his
bed. He wanted another, but he couldn’t be bothered making
one.

He switched on the
iPhone he had, and started the Telegram messaging app. He had to
lean under his bed to peel off the post-it with his password so he
could log on.

There was a message from
B: ‘We need you to look for targets. Big scare coming. You up for
it, man?’

He messaged back. ‘Yeah.
Fuckin bored here. Need action.’

A few seconds later:
‘Stay cool, brother. Wait and watch. Your time will
come.’

Jamil smiled to himself,
and he stretched and yawned. His heart was beating a little faster
now. He wanted to tell Jasmine McCallum about this, get her
excited. Get her wanting him. He logged out and powered off the
iPhone. They’d told him to use it as sparingly as possible; he
thought that was bollocks, but he pretty much did as he was told –
unless he wanted to impress someone with it.

He stuck the post-it
with the password back under his bed, and gave another
yawn.

His other phone buzzed,
the old heavy HTC. He lifted it and stared at the cracked screen.
It was a text from Rose. ‘Sorry I woz angry about what you asked me
to do. Forgive me?’

He waited for a full two
minutes before texting back. ‘One way you can make sure of
that.’

Five minutes went by.
‘Maybe. I’ll think.’

‘Good girl. Love you
babe.’

‘Love you.’

Now his grin was a mile
wide. Jamil had met Rose at the youth club a month or so before.
She was in fourth year at school. She was skinny, shy and reserved
from years of neglect by her mother. She was now with foster
parents, who kept a tight rein on her. Jamil had shown an interest
in her, and she’d gradually responded. He’d been barred from the
club after that fight, but by then they’d exchanged mobile numbers.
Their relationship, such as it was, had been carried out mainly by
texting since then.

He was slowly working
towards getting her to send him pictures of herself. It looked like
it was working.

He closed his eyes and
pushed one hand down under the waistband of his jeans as the music
pounded in his head.

***
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‘I’m Acting Detective
Inspector Amanda Pitt,’ she said, and held up her warrant card. ‘I
phoned yesterday.’

The man who had answered
the door was big: tall, wide and heavy-set. He looked down at her,
his eyes crinkled and lips tight. He nodded and stepped aside,
holding out an arm towards the interior of the bungalow.

‘Can I get you a tea or
a coffee?’ His voice was a growl, its tone mid-way between friendly
and aggressive, as if he wasn’t sure what tone to
strike.

‘A coffee would be
great,’ she said.

‘You take a seat in
there. I’ll get your coffee.’

‘Just black,’ she
said.

One of the leather
armchairs was obviously his, so she sat on the sofa. Retired
Inspector Gordon Jones could only have been about twenty years
older than her at most, but this lounge – cluttered with china and
fussy little tables – looked like it was two generations away from
her flat in Glasgow. She looked round: photographs, many of Jones
in uniform, some in teams – rugby and football – wedding
photographs of him and his wife, and what must be his grown-up
children with their families. She heard the kettle boil, and the
clatter from the kitchen. She waited patiently, still looking at
the photographs, Jones’s life laid out there.

‘There you
go.’

He set her mug down on a
coaster on the small table by her, and went over to sink deep into
his armchair with his own mug. His back was to the window; the late
afternoon was bright outside so she found it impossible to make out
his features.

‘Thanks for agreeing to
see me,’ she said, pulling her notebook from her large handbag. She
had the case folders in the car.

‘No problem.’ He blew
across his coffee and sipped at it. ‘You said it was about the
Khalaf girl.’

‘Yes. I’m investigating
how the case was handled. The mother has made a formal complaint.
You were the Station Inspector – the senior officer investigating
the death of Rima Khalaf.’

‘So she’s still
insisting the girl was murdered by person or persons unknown,’ he
said.

‘Yes she is.’ She took a
drink of her own coffee. It tasted very strong. ‘You investigated,
and the Fiscal ruled it was accidental death.’

He scratched at his
chin. ‘Yes. The mother couldn’t accept it. Had to believe someone
had robbed her of her only child rather than blind chance. I can
quite understand it, of course – ’ he gave a genuine, deep sigh –
‘but there was no evidence.’

‘I’ve been through the
files.’

He let the pause build
in the air. ‘And?’

‘You found no forensics
suggesting she’d been pushed off the hill – they call it the Rock,
don’t they?’

‘No forensics. It was
really bad luck, in fact. If that car hadn’t come along just when
it did, with that half-blind old fart driving, she’d have been OK.
But he ran right over her.’

‘And there was no
suggestion of anyone with a motive to push her off the
Rock?’

‘None.’

‘You didn’t ever
establish why she’d gone up there?’

He put his coffee mug
down and clasped his hands on his lap. ‘Didn’t need a reason. It
was late Saturday morning, turning into a fine day – the rain had
just stopped. No reason for anyone not to go up there for a
walk.’

‘No one came forward to
say they’d been up there at that time?’

‘No one. Nobody saw her,
nobody said they were with her.’ He gave a shrug.

She scribbled notes, and
looked at the questions she’d come prepared to ask. ‘How about the
boyfriend? You interviewed him. He was a work colleague.
Married.’

He took a deep breath.
‘He was her boss – head of the science faculty at the school. And
yes, married. He came forward straight away: told us he’d been with
her the evening before – quick rendezvous at her house after school
while her housemates were down the pub – and he’d phoned her on the
Saturday morning to arrange a meet that afternoon. He was
devastated – both by her death and by the fact that his wife was
going to find out all the details of the affair. Poor bastard. Mind
you, if he hadn’t come forward, and we’d found out about him, then
he’d have been firmly in the frame.’

‘But you don’t place him
on the Rock, giving her a shove to end the affair.’

‘No. He was obviously
getting what he wanted from her – she was a young, attractive woman
– and he said she had never talked about prising him away from his
wife to set up home. She seemed happy just being his bit on the
side. Her housemates confirmed that. She wasn’t the possessive
type.’

That struck Amanda. She
could see how the boyfriend would be happy with the arrangements,
but why was Rima? It jarred with her, and she wondered whether a
female investigating officer would have pursued the point. ‘You
spoke to the wife too, but she knew nothing about the
affair.’

‘She had no idea.’ He
gave a grunting laugh. ‘That was a difficult interview. Went
through a box of tissues that day.’

She put her notebook
down on her lap. ‘And you’re quite satisfied you investigated the
case thoroughly?’

Jones gave his grunting
laugh again. ‘I was a few weeks away from retirement, and I wasn’t
about to leave with some unfinished case locked in my drawer. But I
didn’t rush through it. No, I investigated everything fully. No one
disagreed that it was an accidental – and unlucky –
death.’

‘Except the
mother.’

‘Except the mother.
What’s the basis of her complaint? What does she say I didn’t do
properly?’

Amanda drank the last of
her coffee and put the mug down. She hadn’t particularly taken to
him in these few minutes, but that was neither here nor there.
‘They’ve nothing specific, just a general accusation that you
didn’t investigate thoroughly enough. I’m meeting her later. You
were happy with your interview with the boyfriend?’

‘Like I said, he came
forward of his own accord, and we questioned him for two hours.
Then we brought him in the next day and went through it all again.
And again two days later. His statements matched: not perfectly,
because that suggests a memorised story, as you know. But in all
substantial detail. He was telling the truth.’

‘You didn’t follow up on
any potential Islamophobic dimension.’

He snorted. ‘There was
no Islamophobic dimension. We went through her Facebook posts and
her tweets.’ He paused there, and then shook his head. ‘Nothing
untoward.’

‘You didn’t think she
was being watched because of any Islamic issues?’

‘The mother thought the
head teacher had done her in because some kid’s parents complained
about some science lessons.’ He shook his head. ‘We found no
evidence out there.’

‘So, looking back – and
remember, I’m not investigating the case, I’m investigating the
investigation. Looking back, in your heart of hearts, is there
anything you think you could maybe have gone deeper into? You’re
the only one who would know.’

‘No,’ he said after
almost a full minute. ‘There’s nothing.’

She wished she could see
his features clearly. She wished she’d taken longer talking to him
before asking that key question. She wasn’t perfectly sure she
really believed him.

***
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Her next stop was the
Rock View Hotel, which turned out to be a misnomer. Amanda went
through the big front door into what still looked like the hallway
of an old house, but with a reception desk – just a shelf really –
at the side, and rang the bell. She could hear voices, and one
sounded familiar.

The woman who appeared
was middle-aged and blousy, well dressed, made-up and coiffured,
flaunting gold everywhere. She gave an over-dramatic gasp and
pointed – ‘Inspector Pitt?’

Amanda
nodded.

‘I’m Joan. Please,
please come in – Mrs Khalaf is in here, waiting for
you.’

Another woman had
followed Joan out of the room. ‘Amanda – hi!’

Amanda did a double
take. ‘Nicola. What are you doing here?’

Nicola McGregor smiled.
‘Joan is one of my IIP clients.’ She looked back into the lounge
and her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I’ve just been speaking to Mrs
Khalaf about her daughter. Terrible business.’

Amanda
nodded.

‘You two know each
other!’ Joan said. ‘How exciting.’

Nicola gave a
half-smile. ‘I’d better leave you to it. I have work to do.’ She
gave a mock frown directed at Joan. ‘See you back in Glasgow some
time, Amanda.’ She headed for the stairs, holding a full glass of
wine in one hand and a briefcase in the other.

‘Nicola’s advising me on
the business,’ Joan whispered. She showed Amanda into the small
lounge where an elegant woman got to her feet.

‘Inspector
Pitt.’

‘Mrs Khalaf. Thank you
for coming all this way to see me.’ They shook hands.

Joan was fussing around,
lifting away a wine glass and an empty cup. ‘Mrs Khalaf, do you
want anything more to drink? Tea? Coffee? Wine? No?’

Mrs Khalaf gave a
patient smile and a shake of her head. She was a very attractive
woman, Amanda thought, with a young-looking face. She wore a pale
pastel coloured headscarf, and a very modest jacket and long skirt
that matched the headscarf, and she looked self-contained and well
off.

‘Nothing for me,’ Amanda
said. She didn’t want to give Joan any excuse to hang around. She
sat on one armchair, while Mrs Khalaf sat back down on hers. They
waited, looking at each other, while Joan made a noisy fuss of
trying to slip away quietly.

When Joan was out of the
room and the door closed behind her, Amanda took a folder out of
her briefcase and balanced it on her lap. She took the notebook
from her handbag and set it precariously on the arm of her
chair.

‘Mrs Khalaf, before we
start,’ she said, ‘I must make it clear to you that I am not
investigating the circumstances of your daughter’s death as such. I
am investigating your complaint that the investigation was not
conducted fully and properly.’

‘And if you decide in
our favour,’ Mrs Khalaf said in a soft but firm voice, with only a
slight foreign accent interleaved with a polite English one, ‘you
will reopen the investigation.’

‘That would have to be
determined by my superiors. But, there’s a possibility that could
happen, yes.’ She didn’t want to raise her expectations, which were
probably already too high. ‘Your husband is still in
Manchester?’

‘Yes. He is very busy.
He felt that I would be able to conduct negotiations with Police
Scotland alone.’

Amanda raised an
eyebrow. Negotiations? Maybe that was an accident of translation:
Mrs Khalaf’s English sounded perfect, but it was still her second
language.

‘So in what way are you
investigating our complaint?’ Mrs Khalaf asked, before Amanda could
explain.

‘I am reading the case
files – the transcripts of interviews, contemporaneous notes,
forensic evidence. I have spoken with the senior investigating
officer from the time, I am obviously speaking to yourself, and I
will also interview key witnesses, someone from the Fiscal’s
office, and the chief forensics officer. As I say, my purpose is
not to investigate the case: my role is to check some of the
evidence, and to test the thoroughness with which that evidence was
gathered.’

‘Inspector Jones told us
it was an accident. Right at the start he told us that. And at the
end he told us that all the evidence pointed that way.’

Amanda swallowed. She
doubted whether Jones had said it in quite those terms, but he may
well have suggested at the start that it was probably an accident. Which was a
stupid thing to have said before gathering any evidence – but that
didn’t mean he’d got it wrong.

‘He interviewed you and
your husband. Together? What did he ask?’

Mrs Khalaf clasped her
hands loosely on her lap, still sitting very upright. ‘He asked
about Rima’s life. He asked about any boyfriend: we said we knew
she had one, but we’d never met him. We only knew he was a teacher
at the school. When the man came forward, and it turned out that he
was her superior and married, Inspector Jones started asking about
Rima’s past loves.’

She kept her voice calm,
but Amanda could see she was upset that her daughter had been in an
adulterous relationship. Amanda knew very little of the Muslim
religion, but she knew that adultery was a pretty serious sin. In
Christianity too, she supposed, as an afterthought, but not so much
maybe.

‘And what did you say?’
Amanda glanced at the file in front of her – the transcript of the
interviews with the Khalafs.

‘We told her Rima had
many friends at University. She was a popular girl.’

‘Any serious
relationships?’

There was hesitation and
doubt in her voice. ‘Nothing serious. She concentrated on her
career. She always wanted to be a teacher. She was a dedicated
teacher.’

Amanda ignored the
denial. ‘Were any of her boyfriends at University
married?’

Mrs Khalaf’s hands now
clasped each other more tightly. ‘Of course not.’ Her voice was
controlled.

OK, Amanda thought. Was
there anything in her past? Had she brought consistent shame on her
family, so much so that the father
had arranged to have her murdered?

She shook away that
particular conspiracy theory. Of course the parents hadn’t murdered
their child – she thought back to the files: yes, their
only child. Why would
they insist on trying to reverse a closed accidental death case if
they’d actually murdered her? Keep it real, Amanda.

‘I don’t want to intrude
on your grief. I assume Inspector Jones asked about all of
this.’

‘No. Not
really.’

Amanda nodded. She
planned to speak to former housemates of Rima later, and maybe they
could tell her more about past boyfriends. Maybe they had a story
about Rima that the parents knew nothing of – after all, children
were good at keeping secrets from their parents. Had Inspector
Jones been thorough with them? Already little threads were
unravelling, and she was growing annoyed at Jones.

‘So,’ Amanda said, ’do
you think any previous friends from University, or the teacher,
would have had a grudge against your daughter?’

Mrs Khalaf looked
straight at Amanda. ‘I don’t know. Someone murdered her, though.
Someone hated her.’ She took a deep breath. ‘They did not
investigate the political angle.’

Amanda looked at her.
‘What do you think they missed?’

‘They did not look at
her emails, Facebook.’

As politely and gently
as she could, Amanda said: ‘The police went through her Facebook
posts – and her Twitter feeds. There was nothing there.’

‘They were watching
her.’

‘Who was watching
her?’

‘GCHQ was monitoring
everything. IS was monitoring everything. The FBI. The NSA.’ Her
voice was growing more tense.

Amanda’s voice was still
gentle as she asked: ‘Have you any evidence for this?’

‘They did not
investigate properly,’ Mrs Khalaf said. ‘She was writing a novel.
None of this was investigated.’

Amanda flicked through
the file. She wondered about the social media accounts: had
something been missed there? And she also thought that no one had
mentioned bank accounts: not that money seemed to be a motive
anywhere, but surely they would have been checked. And how exactly
did you get GCHQ to admit they were monitoring someone?

Had Jones really been
thorough on the social media side of things? He’d been vague when
mentioning it.

And…something…Something
else…

It slipped
away.

‘You said she was
writing a novel?’

‘Historical fiction, she
said.’

‘Do you have a
copy?’

‘No. It is undoubtedly
on her laptop but she has a password and we do not know what it
is.’

‘Did the police try to
get information from the laptop?’

‘They took it away for
two weeks and then they gave it back to us and said there was
nothing there. I asked how they had got past her password and they
said they could not tell me. It was a secret. I do not believe they
looked at it.’

Amanda sat up. She
imagined Jones trying to get IT forensics to examine the laptop,
and time running out as no evidence of any crime being committed
came to light; it would have been way down their list of
priorities.

Yes, she thought, there
were gaps in the police investigation. But ultimately this girl had
fallen off the Rock and been hit by a car: there was no suspect, no
one who wished her enough harm to have murdered her. It was just
very bad luck.

Conscious that Mrs
Khalaf was staring at her, she said: ‘Where is the laptop
now?’

‘Upstairs in my room.’
She pointed to the ceiling. ‘Could you take it and get your people
to open it?’

Amanda shook her head.
‘Definitely not, I’m afraid.’

Mrs Khalaf seemed not to
hear. She stood up. ‘I will fetch it for you.’

***
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Pete checked his watch.
‘Fuck sake,’ he said. ‘I need to get home.’ He lifted his pint and
started to neck the final third of it.

‘One more,’ Roy said.
‘C’mon.’

Pete’s mental tussle
took all of three seconds. ‘Aye, OK.’

As Roy shoved through
the dense bodies to get to the bar, Pete sat back with his
near-empty pint glass and looked around the pub. He was in
Patterson’s on Byres Road. Roy thought they were out for a pint and
a catch-up – with strictly no talk about police work or teaching or
religion, only football and politics – which was the cover Pete
needed.

But he was looking
around. This was one of the pubs that had been whispered about as
being a conduit for the Robertsons’ business. Pete didn’t know if
that was true, but he’d seen small deals going on.

There was a barmaid
named Taylor, a young, pretty lassie who looked sixteen but must
have been twenty-one at least. When she went round the tables, all
eyes were on her, and often remarks were made, to which she would
give a resigned smile and sometimes a quick retort. But now and
again a whispered remark was met with no apparent response. Pete
had watched what happened next. She would go behind the bar again,
and she would say something to the lean, ponytailed man who’d been
there for the past two hours but had only had two pints. Pete had
heard his voice: he was a Londoner.

The ponytailed man would
then take an old tobacco tin from his pocket and make himself a
roll-up, then head for the door. On the way, he’d meet the eyes of
the man who had whispered to the barmaid Taylor, and a minute or so
later this man would also go through the door. Five minutes later
ponytail was back, closely followed by the man. Pints would be
finished, and the man would leave with his pal.

The men buying the
presumed Es were always young, and Pete guessed most of them were
students.

Roy was back with the
pints. ‘Cheers, mate. Now, where were we?’

‘Firhill,’ Pete said.
‘As fuckin usual.’ They touched glasses. Who was ponytail, Pete
wondered.

***
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