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PROLOGUE

Dorothy Guilford spent a lot of time thinking about death. Her own death. That it would not take place when her body had suffered the decrepitude of old age was something to which she was resigned. Especially now.

The letter had trembled in her hand as Dorothy read it for the second time. To her it showed clear proof of her suspicions. But others might not see it that way, of course. A duplicitous character like Peter Guilford with his easy charm could explain away almost anything; the bruises on her arms, the black eye that he claimed was a gardening accident. No difficulty for a man like Peter to tell his family and friends that Dorothy wanted to increase the premium on her life insurance.

She could imagine him, eyes downcast, voice breaking with feigned emotion, telling how much his dearly departed wife had wanted to be sure that he was looked after in his later years.

She longed to screw up the letter in that moment but then he would know she had read it, guess that she had an inkling of what he was about to do.

Bastard! The word stuck in her throat, making the woman choke for a moment. Then she gasped aloud, panic setting in. Would that be what Peter had in mind? Suffocation, a pillow over her face? Or would he fake yet another accident, injuring her in a way that meant a slow and lingering death? What if he were to push her over a cliff? Run her down in the driveway? Bash her head in and pretend it was the work of an intruder?

Dorothy clutched at her heart as the sound of buzzing filled her ears and her eyelids began to flicker. She backed into a chair and slumped down, head spinning as the dizziness began again. Palpitations, the doctor had told her. Nothing to be overly alarmed about.

But what if Peter had already begun his deadly scheme? What if he had put something into her food . . . ? A red mist appeared before her eyes as the beat of her heart intensified. Was she about to die? Here and now?


CHAPTER ONE

Dr Rosie Fergusson gave a tiny gasp as she felt the kick in her womb. Her mouth curved into a smile, glad of the timely reminder of new life, aware of the irony as she bent to examine the body lying on the kitchen floor. Life and death. The smile faded, replaced by a frown as Rosie bent lower to scrutinise the position of the woman’s hands grasping the knife.

At first glance it would appear that the victim had been trying to pull it out of her chest. But what if the fatal wound had been self-inflicted? Rosie had seen cases before where there was a dubiety in the cause of death, sometimes having to argue across a courtroom as the evidence began to tell her a different sort of story from the one that seemed most obvious.

The pathologist narrowed her eyes. There had been another case, early on in her career, one Rosie preferred to forget, but she had to admit her interpretation of the evidence in that case had caused a whole lot of grief for the family of the deceased. They’d been so certain their father had taken his own life and Rosie had wanted to believe that too. But the police investigation had shown a different scenario and a man was still languishing in prison, convicted of murder. Yet he’d been at large for so much longer than he might have been if she’d made the correct judgement.

‘Time of death, doctor?’ A voice behind her made Rosie turn to see DC Kirsty Wilson, her young friend and sometime babysitter for Abby, her four-year-old daughter.

‘You know I can’t give anything but an approximation, Kirsty,’ she said, swivelling on her heels. ‘But I’d say the victim died some time after three o’clock this morning. Rigor is incomplete,’ she added, nodding towards the body on the floor. ‘You say she was found at seven-fifteen, that’s right?’ Rosie glanced towards the scene-of-crime manager who, like the others, was clad in the regulation white forensic suit.

‘Aye, the husband found her lying on the floor here,’ DS Jim Geary replied. ‘Said he came downstairs and heard the radio on. Thought his wife had got up to make breakfast.’ Geary’s eyebrows rose under his forensic hood as though to indicate his scepticism.

‘Strange that she didn’t clear up from the night before, isn’t it?’ Kirsty observed. ‘Even I do the dishes before I make breakfast. And the rest of the kitchen looks spotless.’ She turned to cast a glance over the dark granite worktops and gleaming stainless steel oven and hob.

Geary nodded, eyeing the sink full of dirty dishes and pans, grease congealing in the cold water. ‘Have a look at that, Wilson,’ he said, nodding towards the sink. ‘See if there’s anything worth noting before the SOCOs and DI McCauley get here.’

Kirsty moved towards the kitchen sink, light from a window shining on the utensils. There was a large griddle pan immersed in the water, a single plate leaning against it. Fishing in the water with her gloved hand, Kirsty found a fork and a non-stick spatula under the pan. To one side of the sink lay a black plastic container, its label rolled back. Careful not to disturb the evidence, she lifted it between her finger and thumb.

‘Looks like she cooked a sirloin steak for her supper,’ Kirsty remarked. ‘Just one plate, unless she cleared up after herself and left her husband to do his own dishes. But there’s no sign of a knife,’ she added.

‘Laguiole,’ Rosie told her.

‘What?’ Geary asked.

‘French steak knife. We’ve got a set at home. Look for a flat wooden box somewhere with one missing,’ she added.

‘That’s what . . . ?’

‘I can say with a degree of certainty that the weapon in the victim’s hands is a Laguiole knife, yes,’ Rosie agreed grimly. ‘But whether or not she actually ate that steak needs to wait until we carry out the post-mortem and see her stomach contents.’

Rosie looked back at the body, concentrating on the hands clutched around the heft of the knife. She would examine the wound more thoroughly once the weapon was withdrawn, see what its shape and depth could tell her. But meantime there was something she could offer to the detectives hovering above her.

‘Cadaveric spasm,’ she muttered, her gloved fingers touching the dead woman’s own.

‘What?’ Geary repeated.

‘Her hands have stiffened up considerably,’ Rosie replied to the detective’s question. ‘Could mean one of two things. She may have been trying to stop the penetration of the blade . . . ’ The pathologist tailed off.

‘Or?’ Geary persisted.

‘Or it was suicide,’ Rosie said quietly.

‘Really?’ The detective sergeant’s voice was tinged with disbelief. ‘Wouldn’t it have been easier to take an overdose? Can’t think that a middle-aged woman would thrust a knife into her own heart . . . ’

Rosie swallowed hard, the memory of her mistake coming back with an unwanted force.

‘We’ll know more once we have her in the mortuary,’ she replied stiffly. ‘One thing is quite certain, though. Mrs Guilford was clutching that knife at the moment she died.’

‘I can’t believe it,’ the man moaned, rocking back and forwards on the edge of his chair. ‘I just can’t believe it. Why would she do something like that?’ He looked up at the two officers who stood over him, his eyes flitting from one to the other.

‘When did you last see your wife before she died, Mr Guilford?’ DI Alan McCauley asked.

Peter Guilford shook his head, frown lines appearing between his brows. ‘I . . . I don’t remember,’ he faltered. ‘Some time last night, I think. She was in bed asleep when I turned in. Don’t know what time that was . . . ’ His mouth fell open as he glanced beyond them to the door that separated the lounge from the kitchen area. ‘I didn’t hear her get up . . . Sound sleeper.’ Guilford attempted a shrug but his shoulders did not relax and both officers could see the telltale signs of tension in the man’s body.

‘And before that,’ DI McCauley persisted. ‘When did you last see Dorothy awake?’

Peter Guilford licked his lips nervously before replying. ‘I . . . ’ he stuttered, ‘I think it must have been around teatime. Dorothy, my wife, hasn’t . . . ’ he swallowed before continuing, ‘. . . hadn’t been feeling very well lately.’ He looked up at the two officers in turn. ‘She went to bed straight after I’d finished dinner.’

‘Would you mind telling us what you ate, sir?’

‘What?’ Guilford frowned.

‘It would help us if you could, sir?’ McCauley persisted.

‘A steak and some microwave chips,’ Guilford replied. ‘What’s that got to do with—’

‘You ate alone?’

Guilford nodded. ‘Dorothy said she didn’t want anything.’

‘And did you cook your own dinner?’

The man shook his head, still frantically gnawing at his lip. ‘She always cooked for me,’ he began then sniffed, running a hand across his nose. ‘It’s what she was like . . . good wife . . . ’ He bent forwards, burying his head in his hands.

The two detectives glanced at each other as the man sobbed quietly. Was this all an act? Or was the manifestation of grief a genuine reaction?

‘What did you do for the rest of the evening, sir?’ McCauley asked.

Guilford sat up, pulling his dressing gown sleeve across his eyes before replying. ‘Went down the pub. Quiz night, y’know? Had a few pints with the lads . . . Usual thing,’ he said. ‘Dorothy didn’t like drinking. She . . . she never minded me going out of an evening, though . . . ’

‘And she was in bed when you returned?’

The man nodded, seeming too full of emotion to utter another word.

‘Okay, we’ll leave it there for now, sir, but you need to get yourself dressed, come down to the station with us to make a formal statement.’

Peter Guilford’s mouth fell open in silent protest.

‘A necessary formality, in such circumstances, sir,’ he was told. ‘And if you don’t mind putting your nightclothes into this plastic bag . . . ?’

The expression of fear on the man’s face might have been fleeting but it was something that the officers would remember to log later in the day.

DC Kirsty Wilson gave a sigh as the last of the scene of crime officers trooped out of the front door. A small breeze rippled across the plastic tape that cordoned off the garden gate but Kirsty reckoned that it would probably be taken down pretty soon. Poor woman had killed herself, wasn’t that what the pathologist had told her? But what if Rosie was wrong? Wasn’t there the possibility that Peter Guilford had committed this act? There were no signs of a break-in, the front and back doors having been locked, according to the weeping husband, something that the officers packing up their van had all but confirmed. There was plenty of trace evidence to process and no definitive answer to the puzzle of the woman’s death could be given until that and a post-mortem was done. She locked the door with gloved hands then placed the keys in a plastic bag before thrusting them into the pocket of her raincoat. She would follow McCauley, Geary and the others in her own little car to Helen Street, where she was based, another day’s work just beginning.

All over the city commuters were struggling through the traffic, nose to tail, the M8 a snake full of moving vehicles. It had been lucky that this call-out was fairly local, a nice house along St Andrew’s Drive. The detective looked up and down the road, noticing the schoolchildren heading towards Craigholme, the private girls’ school nearby. As she drove away, she saw their uniform, kilts instead of skirts, swinging as they walked. For the kids this was just another ordinary Wednesday but for the family of Dorothy Guilford, this would surely be the day that would be burned into their memory for years to come.


CHAPTER TWO

Aberdeen. The granite city, home for decades to the oil industry, a place where hard men thrived against North Sea winds and sharp-tongued women. Once it had been part of the fishing trade, the coastal waters teeming with herring, the ‘silver darlings’ of legend. Women had worked these shores, back-breaking toil, fingers raw from gutting and filleting the catches their men had brought in from the swelling seas, danger rife in every sailing. There lingered still a defiant attitude in this northern city, a determination to defeat any odds stacked against it. And yet the decline in the oil trade had meant falling house prices and a lowering of morale as workers left in their thousands.

The city was looking at its best as Lorimer drove along Union Street, early morning sunlight glinting off the grey stones, sky washed clean after the shower that had swept along the coast. Who would guess that these fine buildings were a front for something darker? Like a stage set where the actors were hiding in the wings, he thought. Ready to come out and show what really went on behind this façade of respectability. And he would be there to see it happen, guaranteed a front row seat.

The Major Incident Team from Glasgow had been here for days now, the final tip-off culminating in the raids that were scheduled to take place throughout the city centre. A network of trafficking in human misery had been uncovered, the gangmasters largely identified, the premises where the illegals worked already under surveillance. It was a highly structured operation, the Aberdeen police committing officers to various locations, Lorimer himself taking control of each and every movement.

His driver slowed down and turned along a side street, the vehicle’s tyres juddering over the cobbles. A workman in dark trousers with a hi-visibility jacket strode along, head down, bent under the weight of a backpack, never giving their car a single glance. He might be a genuine workman heading home after a night shift or he could be one of their own; it was impossible to tell and that was all to the good. Their undercover officers had infiltrated this illicit business in several ways, relating snippets of intelligence back to the MIT, culminating in this morning’s business, Operation Fingertip. The name had come from one quick-witted DI back in Glasgow who had thought up the tag. We’ve got a few of them fingered already, she’d explained with a grin and a wiggle of her own painted fingernails. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg, right?

Several nail bars in the city had been targeted and the girls who worked there identified, many of them illegal immigrants suspected of having been trafficked. There had been pressure from Immigration to swoop on them all but the MIT’s operation had taken precedence, the need to catch those responsible for trafficking of far greater importance. A few of the girls were regular employees of the salons, mostly teenagers who were doing City and Guilds courses with the hope of furthering their careers in the beauty business. None of them knew that their journeys to and from home had been carefully monitored by police officers, nor that their Eastern European handlers were being watched day and night.

Night-times had been the hardest for the surveillance team, knowing that some of these young women were being used for prostitution and yet until today they had been helpless to do much about it, secrecy being paramount. Most of the men who had frequented the dark alleys and tenement buildings had been identified and now, as the clock ticked towards five-thirty, each and every one would be brought to account.

Lorimer felt the tension in his chest, the familiar adrenalin rush that always came at moments like this. One false move and the entire operation could collapse, leaving officers scrambling to capture whom they could. But it wouldn’t go wrong. Everything had been put into place and all were waiting now for one word from the detective superintendent, who sat silently staring up at the row of windows beneath the dark grey slates.

He saw the man next to him turn his head, a question in his eyes. Lorimer nodded and reached for his radio.

‘Foxtrot One to all units . . . Go!’

The once deserted street was immediately teeming with men in riot gear, booted feet racing up the tenement stairs, the detective superintendent watching them go. He would wait here a little longer, see that every device was in place, then make his way up the three flights of stone steps to the brothel at the top of the building.

Somewhere in these pale forget-me-not-blue skies a drone was hovering, watching and recording all that was happening in the city street. Later, many eyes would inspect its footage but right now he was part of its creation.

The sound of the battering ram reached Lorimer’s ears as he climbed the steps, looking upwards, noticing an officer placed at each landing door, keeping the other residents safe from the disturbance.

A splintering of wood, a crash, then screams . . . his feet hurried up the remaining flights of stairs, grim-faced officers nodding recognition as he passed them by.

The door hung off its hinges as he slipped into the darkened hallway, voices yelling from different areas in the house.

‘What are you doing to me?’ a man’s voice protested as Lorimer walked along the corridor. Two officers had hold of a skinny wretch of a fellow dressed only in trousers and a dirty vest, his arms pulled behind him and fastened with handcuffs.

‘Who’s he?’ The man stopped struggling, jerking his head towards the detective superintendent.

What did he see? A tall man in a raincoat, no helmet, no black clothing but clad in something that even this stranger recognised as authority.

Lorimer’s mouth curled in the semblance of a smile.

‘Let him get a pair of shoes and a jacket,’ he said. ‘It’s cold outside.’

Then, ignoring the man’s open-mouthed gape, he moved into the first room off the hall where a girl sat sobbing on the edge of a bed, a crumpled sheet hardly covering her naked body. Dark hair hung over a pale face and he could see her bare shoulders shaking.

Lorimer bent down beside her till his eyes were level with hers.

‘It’s all right,’ he told her. ‘We’re from Police Scotland. We’re here to take care of you. Keep you safe.’

But the brown eyes that met his were still filled with fear and now the girl’s entire body was trembling with shock.

He made to pull the duvet across her shoulder but the girl gave a yelp of alarm, pulling back as if bracing herself for a blow.

‘Dear God, what have they done to you, lass?’ he murmured as she tried to make herself as small as possible, cowering against the pillow. ‘I’m here to help you,’ he said once more, his voice calm and gentle.

She looked at him again, head tilted to one side as though she were absorbing his words then she shook her head.

‘No En-gleesh,’ she said at last.

Lorimer nodded his understanding. God alone knew what nationality this shivering girl was. He looked around for something to cover her nakedness, saw a dressing gown hung on a hook behind the door and grabbed it.

‘Put this on,’ he told her. ‘You’re safe now, child. Whatever nightmare you’ve had, it’s over.’

The tone of his voice must have reassured her as much as his kindly gesture of turning away for a few seconds to allow her to wrap herself in the gown because when he looked back, she was standing before him, arms hugging her body, resignation etched on her features as if something like this had happened before. Had she been dragged from place to place against her will? Used as no young girl ought to be used? The thoughts were fleeting as he led her out of the room and handed her over to one of the female officers who were now in the flat.

She turned and looked at him for a moment, eyes solemn as though assessing this man who had entered her room and yet failed to touch her like all of the others. Then she put out a hand and he took it, shaking it briefly. As he let it go, he noticed the red nails, perfectly curved and polished to their fingertips. How would her story end? He might never find out but, as she let the officer take her along the corridor, Lorimer wished her a silent good luck.

*

Afterwards, there was the inevitable sensation of anticlimax tinged with relief. In his imagination Lorimer had seen other officers ramming doors, catching hold of screaming, frightened young women, cuffing their captors’ wrists. All over the city the same scenario had been played out. Girls from different ethnic origins were taken, bewildered and scared, to Aberdeen’s Divisional HQ; men were bundled into cars and vans; the dingy apartments where the girls had been kept examined by the forensics team. Already reports were being typed up, the police press officers readying themselves for the first conference where the man from Glasgow would make a statement.

By nine o’clock it was all over, interview rooms and cells full of the men taken from these premises, calls from interpreters being swiftly answered. And hundreds of daily commuters now ready to begin their day’s work were blithely unaware that their journey across the Granite City had been preceded by such drama.


CHAPTER THREE

‘Why on earth would she do it?’ Rosie muttered to herself. ‘Doesn’t make sense. And yet . . . ’ She pursed her lips in the determined manner to which her husband was accustomed. Sometimes, he had told her gently, she needed to step back from things a little more, consider the options. Well, as a consultant forensic pathologist, Rosie had done that all through her career. Nothing was ever set in stone; there were always statements made that considered likelihoods and possibilities. Only the dead could ever really tell what had happened. But the options here frightened her. They resembled far too closely that other case, the one she thought she’d put behind her a long time ago.

Rosie heaved a sigh. Perhaps the PM would show a little more, or maybe the toxicology results might give an indication of what had been happening prior to death. If there was a large enough amount of drugs in her system then perhaps they could indicate a certain state of mind. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps . . . Rosie frowned, irritated by the word drumming in her brain. She was tired already and there were hours to go till her working day ended.

Baby appeared to have settled down again, his kicking spell over for the moment. Rosie’s hand circled the bulge under her smock, a gentle touch to let her child know she was thinking of him. She was so sure that this was a little boy; the pregnancy had been quite different from her first. And yet she and Solly had chosen not to find out . . . the mystery of birth was something too special for each of them. Besides, Abby had been talking about wanting a wee brother; Chloe, her best friend at nursery, had a baby brother and it seemed logical to Abby that her own sibling should be a little boy. Well, she would have a while yet to wait, Rosie thought, moving the cushion on her chair to make herself a little more comfortable.

Dorothy Guilford . . . She wrote the heading, wondering what words would follow once everything had been examined, tagged and dissected.

‘He’s got previous,’ DI McCauley told the offices standing outside the interview room.

‘Peter Guilford?’ Kirsty Wilson’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘But he’s . . . ’

McCauley nodded. ‘I know who he is. Owns Guilford’s, the truck rental outfit. So what? Like I said,’ he repeated, ‘previous. Assault to severe injury. Did a spell inside years back.’ He looked at her sharply. ‘Been clean since then, but . . . ’ He shrugged and made a face. ‘Doesn’t mean to say he’s changed, just been clever enough or fly enough not to get caught beating up a woman.’

‘You think he killed his wife?’

Kirsty saw the DI’s eyebrows lift as he gave her a knowing sort of look. ‘Don’t you?’ McCauley replied. ‘Statistically it’s the partner that does it; you know that and I know that but it’s proving it that makes our job so interesting, eh?’ He grinned.

‘No signs of forced entry,’ Kirsty agreed. ‘What are you going to ask him?’

‘Come in and see,’ McCauley offered, indicating the interview room. ‘Having a woman in there might help him open up a bit more anyway.’

Despite herself, Kirsty gave a shiver of apprehension. Sitting in on an interview was not something she had done very often, and never here in Helen Street with a suspected murderer, though she’d already met some of those in her short career. Maybe DI McCauley was singling her out for special attention, saw some sort of promise in his detective constable?

Yet it was a different thought that made Kirsty feel a little nervous: what if this was a genuinely grieving husband and they were about to accuse him of murder?

Peter Guilford was sitting on his own, the polystyrene cup empty on the table. He looked up at the two figures entering the room, an expression of dismay on his face.

‘Do I have to be here long?’ he asked, shifting uncomfortably in the plastic chair. ‘Only I should be back home. Or at the office to let them know. So much to do . . . ’ He ran his hand across hair that had once been light brown and was now streaked with grey.

‘This shouldn’t take too long, sir,’ McCauley replied with a wintry smile. ‘We simply need to clarify what you told us earlier on, take a written statement from you.’

Kirsty saw the relief in the man’s face, though the signs of strain were there: that furrowed brow and the downturned lips. His shoulders were high with tension, too, she noted as she tried hard to remain objective, battling against the natural inclination to empathise with his pain. Her eyes fell on the hands clasped tightly on the table, noting the thick gold linked chain on his wrist and that expensive watch. These hands could have thrust that knife into his wife’s heart, she reminded herself.

She remained silent as McCauley began his questioning.

‘Mr Guilford . . . Peter,’ McCauley began. ‘This is hard for you, I understand, but we need to know a bit more about Dorothy at this stage of our enquiries, okay?’

The haggard-looking man opposite them nodded, licking dry lips nervously.

McCauley rubbed his wrist where he had taken off his own watch earlier and placed it in front of him as if to indicate that time was an issue here. Was this some sort of device he used in questioning a suspect? Kirsty wondered, reminding herself to ask afterwards.

The DI began with the usual preliminary questions, routine stuff that was both necessary and helped to calm down the distraught man.

‘Could you describe for us what your wife’s state of mind was like in recent days?’ McCauley asked at last, his eyes staring intently at the bereaved husband.

The detective inspector’s words appeared to have settled Guilford somewhat, his shoulders easing a little.

Guilford leaned forward as though to share confidences.

‘She was always such a worrier,’ he told them. ‘Worried about her health, that sort of thing. Not that there was any need . . . ’ He tailed off, glancing between the two officers as if to affirm that he had their attention. ‘Dorothy was afraid all the time,’ he added. ‘Ask anyone. They’ll tell you how nervous she was, how she used to imagine things.’

‘Are you trying to tell us that your wife had a mental health problem?’ McCauley asked.

Guilford sat back a little before answering. ‘Don’t know if I’d go as far as calling it that . . . ’ he mused thoughtfully. ‘Let’s just say she was a bit of a hypochondriac.’

‘She attended her local GP?’

‘A lot,’ Guilford confirmed. ‘She was always imagining that the least wee thing was something serious. Terrible bad with her nerves, she was.’ He nodded again and this time Kirsty recognised a certain satisfied look on the man’s face as if he had scored an important point. Did he hope that they would assume from this statement that Dorothy Guilford was of unsound mind and had taken her own life? With a kitchen knife? Kirsty realised, for the first time, despite the pathologist’s claim, how absurd the notion really was.

‘Did Mrs Guilford have any prescribed drugs from her family doctor?’ McCauley went on.

‘Aye, she did,’ Guilford told him, a tone of confidence returning to his voice. ‘Painkillers, sleeping pills, that sort of stuff. I think sometimes the medics gave her what she wanted just to please her.’

McCauley frowned for a moment.

He’s deliberately pausing, Kirsty decided, watching her boss’s face and listening intently as he went on to pose his next question.

‘How had Mrs Guilford’s . . . behaviour . . . been recently?’

Guilford shook his head and gave a sigh. A real sigh or was this a bit of theatre for the police officers’ benefit? Kirsty wondered.

‘Worse than usual,’ he told them. ‘Really nervy and irritable. Said she wasn’t sleeping well at night. That’s how I didn’t worry when she went early to bed, y’see.’

‘Was she a difficult woman to live with, then?’ McCauley asked.

The question surprised Kirsty. Should the DI be asking such a leading question, making the kind of assumptions that might be to the husband’s benefit?

Again, that long sigh and then Guilford slouched back a little in his seat and shrugged silently as though to demonstrate how hard done by he was, having this awkward person for a wife.

A wife who was lying in the mortuary, Kirsty thought to herself. Where was Peter Guilford’s compassion? Was this what McCauley was trying to do? Get onside with the man to figure out his real feelings for Dorothy?

‘How would you describe your relationship with your wife?’ the DI asked, the answer to the previous question still hanging in the air between them.

‘Och, we got along just fine,’ Guilford said at once, sitting up once more. ‘Anybody would tell you that.’ He glanced once more between McCauley and Kirsty. But there was tension back in those shoulders and Guilford had not looked directly at either officer, shooting a glance instead to the doorway.

A sign that he was lying? Maybe, Kirsty decided. And maybe they would be doing that very thing; asking around friends and family to ascertain how Guilford had really treated his wife.

‘So you would describe your marriage . . . how?’ McCauley crossed his arms and looked at the man before him, his eyes still demanding answers.

‘Well, how’s anyone going to describe their marriage?’ Guilford lifted his hands as though to protest his innocence. ‘Ups and downs like most couples, I suppose,’ he continued when McCauley did not reply, his hands now grasping the sides of the plastic chair. ‘Like I said, she could be a difficult woman at times.’

But you didn’t say that, Kirsty thought silently. It was McCauley putting words into your mouth.

‘She wasn’t the easiest of people to get along with, but, see, I’m a patient sort of man, don’t make a fuss about things, you know . . . ’ He shrugged again but now he seemed less sure of himself, biting his lower lip. ‘Dorothy imagined things . . . ’ He tailed off suddenly and shifted in his seat as if he had run out of things to say.

‘You told me earlier that you came back late last night. Was the door locked when you came home?’

‘Yes, Dorothy would never leave it unlocked. Far too paranoid—’ He broke off, glancing at Kirsty for a second.

‘So you had your own front door key?’

‘That’s right,’ Guilford replied, nodding, his shoulders relaxing under the routine question.

‘Anybody else have a key to your home, sir?’ McCauley’s voice remained detached, aloof, but Kirsty noticed a change in Peter Guilford’s face at once. He licked his lips then shot a glance to one side.

‘No, nobody,’ he told them. ‘I mean, nobody special,’ he added, wiping a line of perspiration from his brow. ‘I . . . I think maybe . . . the . . . the cleaning lady has one,’ he stuttered, swallowing hard.

That was a lie, Kirsty thought suddenly. There was more than just a cleaner who had a key, she decided. Whose identity was this man trying to conceal?

McCauley thought so too, she noticed, watching as the DI sat back and crossed his arms, his gaze never faltering as he regarded the man across the table.

‘Did you kill your wife?’

The question came like a bullet, making Guilford gasp and sit back suddenly, one hand clutching his chest.

‘What . . . ?’ The word was a hoarse whisper, Guilford’s eyes widening in disbelief.

‘Did you kill your wife?’ McCauley repeated, making no change to the tone of his own voice.

‘No, no, of course not, I . . . I wouldn’t hurt her . . . ask anybody . . . ’

‘I’m asking you.’

‘No,’ Guilford said again. ‘I did not.’ Then, looking at McCauley’s impassive expression he added quietly, ‘I think I would like to call my lawyer.’

‘Guilty as hell,’ McCauley told her as they strode along the corridor. ‘You just need to know what signs to look for.’ He grinned down at Kirsty. ‘Plus what we know from his record, of course.’

‘There’ll be forensics . . . ’ she began.

‘Course there will,’ McCauley snorted. ‘Wait till you see. My bet is that this’ll be wrapped up before you go home, Wilson. Wee word with his lawyer and he’ll tell us everything. Another bloody domestic.’ McCauley shook his head wearily. ‘Seen it all before.’

Then glancing down at her, the DI grinned. ‘What d’you think, Wilson?’

Kirsty kept in step with the man’s stride. ‘Don’t know, sir . . . his body language . . . ’ She hesitated as he came to a halt and regarded her with a gleam in his eyes.

‘You saw that too, eh? Well done.’ He gave her a friendly slap on the shoulder. ‘Nice to see an officer that shows promise.’ He winked at her and then nodded towards the muster room a little further along the corridor. ‘Now let’s report back to the rest of the lads and lasses, let them know there won’t be much more to do here.’

‘What if he doesn’t confess, though, sir?’

For a moment Kirsty saw McCauley hesitate and she began to wonder whether the senior detective was as confident of an easy end to this matter as he was making out.

‘Well, if Peter Guilford refuses to cooperate then we will be asking the Fiscal to issue a search warrant.’ His smile returned again. ‘There’ll be something in that house that proves he murdered his wife, wait and see.’


CHAPTER FOUR

It was hard to be sure, Rosie had told her colleague, John, stripping off the rubber gloves and flinging them into the bin. Post-mortems did not always give the entire answer to questions of how a person might have died. The pathologists were accustomed to dealing with possibilities and not stating that anything was definitive in their profession but this particular case had them baffled.

Her colleague, who had been taking notes during the PM, had offered little in the way of an opinion, though Rosie had caught a questioning glance in the younger man’s eyes when she had mentioned suicide.

The stomach contents were still to be analysed but in truth there was very little to see, suggesting that the deceased had not eaten for several hours prior to her death. The senior investigating officer, Alan McCauley, had told Rosie that the husband was in custody, pending further investigation into the woman’s death, something that had made her feel rather queasy. Was it the idea of an innocent man being accused of something he did not do? Or was she simply more fragile these days, the pregnancy giving her so many fluttery sensations and sleepless nights?

There was no denying the historic injuries, however, and that did chime with what McCauley had revealed about Peter Guilford’s criminal record. The pathologists had recorded several areas of the woman’s body that showed scar tissue and X-rays had proved conclusively that she had suffered broken bones at one time in her life. Rosie had seen it before, the results of a battering at the hands of a vicious partner, a woman’s life snuffed out in a moment of drunken rage. So why should she be so hesitant with this one? Wouldn’t it be easier by far to admit that there were signs of injury having been inflicted in the past? To agree that, yes, it looked like he’d plunged that steak knife into his wife’s heart?

Yet there was other evidence that told a different story. The woman’s rigid hands clutching that weapon looked to the pathologist as if she had taken the knife and inflicted the fatal wound deliberately. Why was not the question she ought to be asking so much as how it had happened. That was her professional remit. Though the why might be explained if the victim’s GP could enlighten her by supplying details from Dorothy’s medical records. It was worth finding out, when she could spare the time. Things had piled up in the department recently, the shortage of qualified staff making her own schedule busier than she would have liked. A lesser mortal might have been tempted to let the policeman pursue his theory and leave well alone. Yet she was not made like that, her tenacity keeping her from giving up on what she saw as the truth. Still, as Rosie Fergusson turned away from the post-mortem room, she experienced a distinct sense of foreboding that she was not going to agree too readily with Alan McCauley.

There was a light rain shower as Kirsty ran towards the car park from the sanctuary of the Govan police office, sunshine breaking through the racing clouds. May had been warm and sunny up here in Scotland but it looked as if the prolonged dry spell might be coming to an end now. Flaming June, her mum, Betty, had always sighed whenever the rains began in early summertime. Kirsty opened the car door and waited for the DS to arrive, smiling at the thought of her mother’s voice. Mum and Dad were both enjoying their retirement now, happy that their only child was settled into her career in Police Scotland. Settled, too, with James, though Mum often picked up Kirsty’s left hand and gave her a meaningful look as though to ask when an engagement ring might be forthcoming. She was right about James’s intentions, though, Kirsty knew that. But his finances would not stretch to making a significant purchase like that, let alone a wedding ring, for a good time to come yet, his savings put aside meantime. He was on the hunt for a job now, his years of academia over at last.

Her mum was always letting her imagination take her forward to the day when she would be weeping tears of joy as Mother of the Bride but Kirsty wasn’t fussed about a big splash. Oddly enough, James had talked about it only recently, how he’d be ‘making an honest woman’ of her, one of these days, hinting that he, too, would like to have a big day to remember. He wanted to compensate, that was all, she told herself wryly; just because she was the one with a salary right now didn’t mean he had to feel he owed her anything.

The thoughts about weddings vanished as Jim Geary entered the car and pulled on his seat belt.

‘Right, Wilson, off we go. Let’s see what’s to be found at the Guilford residence, shall we?’ He turned and grinned at her, rubbing his hands together in a gesture of glee.

‘Yes, sir,’ she said, returning his smile, and drove out of the car park, turning towards the leafy avenues beside Bellahouston Park, the short journey that would take them to St Andrew’s Drive. What would they find there? A suicide note, perhaps? Or would there be something more sinister that gave credence to McCauley’s insistence that Peter Guilford was guilty of his wife’s death?

Across the city the man who had been in Kirsty’s thoughts picked up the day’s mail from the dark shadows of the hallway. The usual flyers, James thought with a grimace; more rubbish for the recycling bin. But these flimsier papers concealed a proper letter, a long white envelope that felt quite thick. He extracted it from the rest and turned it over, his eyebrows rising as he noted the US postmark. For a moment he just gazed at the envelope, wondering what it contained, knowing that one way or another he would have something to tell Kirsty when she came home from work.

He had to read the letter twice to make sure. But when he did understand its contents, James gave an enormous grin that made his face glow. This might be the beginning of something really great, he thought, heart thumping with excitement. If he were selected from the possible candidates then he could do everything he’d ever wanted . . . He’d tell Kirsty later, but first he had to ring his mum, let her know that he’d been given an amazing chance to join a bank like the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago. The position for an economist, the letter read, is open to candidates with a PhD or Doctorate in macro, micro and/or international economics. He scanned it again. He had the relevant qualifications, including his dissertation that had been already published in The Economist magazine. James Spencer was not given to flights of fancy, his northern upbringing keeping the young man well grounded, but for a few moments he did indulge himself, imagining a big house with kids playing in the garden, Kirsty and he happy together and financially stable, their lives blossoming in a place far away from this tiny flat with its rented furniture.

‘You need to be careful,’ the DS told her as they pulled on their gloves. ‘Locard’s principle: every contact . . . ’

‘. . . leaves a trace,’ Kirsty finished for him.

She was rewarded with one of the detective sergeant’s grins and then he turned the key in the lock and they stepped inside the silent house.

‘You take the bedroom, Wilson, I’ll look in their study. Bound to find papers there. And we’ll take any computers back with us,’ Geary told her.

The stairs up to the first floor wound in a gentle curve, reminding Kirsty of the scenes from American movies she’d watched as a child when the heroine would glide down, wearing some diaphanous creation. Bit of a change from her size six sensible shoes, she grimaced as she clumped up each stair, glancing at the passageway above. It was a huge house, she realised, once she had reached the first floor landing and saw yet another flight of stairs stretching upwards. They’d be ages here unless a suicide note or something that might incriminate the husband was found.

A quick recce along the passage gave Kirsty access to what must have been the couple’s own bedroom, the drawn curtains still barring any daylight, giving her the initial impression that everything seemed to be shrouded in pale muted tones of cream or beige. She moved towards the window to draw aside the heavy silk curtains, hearing them swish as she tugged a cord to reveal a large airy space looking out over lawns and flowerbeds so immaculate that it seemed as if an army of gardeners tended them. Someone wanted things to look good from the outside. Lots of money here, she told herself. But she had found out a long time ago that no amount of money brought real and lasting happiness to a person’s life, and certainly not in this home. The desolate thought cast a gloom over Kirsty’s mind as she walked slowly around the unmade bed, its covers thrown to one side as the man must have leapt out of bed. Leapt? Why had she assumed that? He might have sat up slowly, rubbing sleep from his eyes then stood up to face what he thought would be a normal day.

She was making up a story, Kirsty realised, and that was bad. Never think yourself into a theory; always let the evidence tell the tale. Now who had told her that? Lorimer, she grinned, had to be him. Maybe she would catch a glimpse of him back in Govan, though their paths rarely crossed these days now that Kirsty was back in CID and Lorimer was heading up the Major Incident Team whose officers were quartered upstairs from her own domain.

Her gloved hands searched underneath the bedding, below the deep mattress of the king-sized bed, as Kirsty made a few observations. This great monster of a bed would have allowed the woman to slip away quietly in the night without disturbing her husband and that was what it looked like. Her side of the bed was neatly smoothed down, as if she had drawn one hand over the duvet before leaving the room.

The bedside cabinet was an ornate piece of white-painted furniture with spindly legs and two tiny drawers, more for show than practicality, a single candlestick lamp on its bare surface. No book, no clock, and certainly no note propped up to explain this final goodbye. The first of the little drawers held an assortment of pills, all of them with the chemist’s label attached. Prescription drugs, Kirsty noticed. Loads of them. They would be matched with the contents of the woman’s stomach later on, she guessed, slipping them into a plastic bag and sealing it. And this was just what Peter Guilford had told them. So far, so truthful. But McCauley needed to find something that might tell them if Guilford’s words were simply hiding the real facts and it was her task to seek that out. The lower drawer was full of bits and pieces, more like the sort of junk that everyone kept: a half open packet of paper tissues, an old address book (she took that out and laid it on the carpet), a pair of glasses in a leather case, then a pack of old airmail letters bound in a single elastic band. That was interesting, she thought. Why keep these things unless they were of some sort of sentimental value? She picked up the bundle and frowned at the date. Wasn’t that postmark one that was only used by the military? She pulled out a plastic production bag and placed the letters inside. They would keep till she had time to go through them properly, though goodness knows what they contained. Far too old, surely, to be anything to do with a suicide, if that really was what had happened here. Folk emailed nowadays, letters almost a thing of the past.

Kirsty swept her glance over the rest of the big room; there was a dressing table and two sets of matching chests of drawers in the same fancy white. Her taste or his? Surely it was a woman’s style, Kirsty told herself. James would have laughed at any suggestion of buying stuff like this. But had the couple bought it? It was old-fashioned enough to have been inherited, perhaps, and now that she had dropped to her hands and knees beside the dressing table, Kirsty saw telltale scuff marks on the bowed legs where a vacuum cleaner may have bumped them over the years.

The surface of the dressing table was almost bare apart from a hairbrush and comb and a large bottle of eau de cologne still in its wrapper. A gift for someone? Or had she never opened one of her own? Kirsty hesitated for a moment then pulled out her phone and took a quick photo. There were no male toiletries on the other side of the dressing table, just a small white vase. She picked it up carefully in her gloved fingers and turned it over, noting the Royal Denmark crest, then placed it back. The contents on this side were of little interest; packets of tights in one drawer, cosmetics in another, all neatly zipped into bags, some for lipsticks, others for eye shadows, still others for nail polish. So well ordered, Kirsty mused; in fact, everything was scrupulously neat and tidy. That was something she could say about the woman’s personality now, at any rate, she thought, rising to her feet and proceeding to rake in each and every drawer in the two chests.

Nothing to show how or why she had died, Kirsty sighed a few minutes later, but she had begun to have an inkling about Dorothy herself from the dead woman’s predilection for sensible white underwear with not a trace of lace or a thong in sight. Even her nightwear had been old-fashioned, more suitable for a hospital stay than a boudoir, not at all what she imagined a person of forty-eight to have worn. Her own mum favoured pretty matching nightdresses and negligées and she was way older than that. Aye, Kirsty told herself, Dorothy Guilford had been a strange one, right enough. The clothes hanging in the wardrobe were all hers, suggesting to Kirsty that Peter Guilford had his own dressing room elsewhere and that this was principally Dorothy’s room. All of the clothes were dark shades, camel or drab green. Kirsty frowned. Not one of the clothes showed familiar High Street labels. Were they expensive stuff, then? She’d have to check but her first impression was that these garments spoke of quality. However, they were all pretty much out of date, nothing looked as though it had been purchased recently, even the rows of low-heeled leather shoes were well worn. Had she been stuck in a fashion rut? Or were these things a sign that she had not been allowed to spend any money on herself in recent times? Kirsty could see that this was a place that smelt of money but none of it had been lavished on the dead woman’s clothes, a fact that she stored away to be taken out and examined later on. Peter Guilford had been wearing that thick gold chain and a good watch, she remembered. He wasn’t slow to spend cash on himself, was he?

Kirsty stood up and gazed around her. There was something odd about this room, she felt. As though it was already empty, the woman long gone. A couple of flower prints on the walls but no framed photos. Perhaps the downstairs lounge would throw up more clues as to the characters of the Guilfords. She was curious to see if the DS had made any progress.

That room was in some ways a mirror image of the huge bedroom, its French windows looking out at the gardens. Kirsty tried the lock but it
























OEBPS/images/title.png
GISy
ONLY

THE DEAD
CAN TELL

eeeeee





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GAIe;;

ONLY r'iese ™
THE DEA






