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Chapter Eight

It felt so cold, being back in Glasgow. Fresh, sparse air, clean blue sky. A breeze biting at the newborn leaves, which quivered and clung in hopeful green. All the shops had Easter eggs in, big glossy dark ones and gold-foiled ovals; nut clusters and chocolate bunnies. Anna bought herself a dark Lindt fondant-filled ‘bombe’, then another, slightly bigger one, to give to Claire at work. Well, she could give it to her kids or something. It was just a token, that was all. Claire hadn’t needed to fire tranquillising darts at Hamilton – or indeed book Anna’s flight back home. Anna had phoned Claire again yesterday, to tell her, of course, about her mum – but also to check if Claire had spoken to Sheena Maguire.

‘Sorry, ma’am, no. Neither of the Maguires were up at The Meadows when I went, and we’ve been flat out. I’ll get someone to their house today, I promise. Look,’ she had neatly segued, ‘how about I try and book you a flight from here?’

Meekly, Anna had agreed. Trying to organise anything from the hospital had been a nightmare. No Internet access, her phone running out of credit, her apologetic Spanish-sounding snorts and hisses not actually compensating for the fact that she could not speak, far less understand, more than two words of the language. Her mum was sitting up now, able to slur a few syllables and suck milky, chalky stuff from a beaker. But the staff had been making noises about moving her on, that this bed was for casos urgentes, urgentes, entiende? Anna was knackered, brain-blasted, panicking about the practicalities, and the language and the costs. Like a child, she’d wanted to flee for home, she’d had enough of sweet-tasting milk and too-dry, artificial air. 

I know, sí. I understand. Okay? There was nothing else for it. She’d have to bring her mum back with her. Not a decision to be taken lightly, for either of them, but with Teddy gone, what else could she do? Her mum was still a UK citizen, there had to be provision for getting her into an NHS hospital, at least until she got back on to her feet. It would mean Anna could return to work, then pop in and visit Caroline on the way home. Or something. She hadn’t quite worked all that out yet. But it was a decision, the first she’d made in days, and was therefore something solid on which she could predicate further decisive actions. The English-speaking lady at reception was nowhere to be found, so Anna attempted explaining – via the art of mime and a kindly tour rep she’d dragged from a neighbouring ward – that she would make immediate arrangements to bring her mother home. Thinking they’d be glad. Instead, immediate, angry chaos prevailed. Lots of head shaking all round, fingers waggled repeatedly. Eventually, she grasped she was being told that her mother could not fly, not for three months at least, following a stroke.

But Anna had to come home. She wasn’t bailing out on her mum, who was getting better all the time and had friends to come and sit and spoon-feed. In Glasgow, Anna could look at her options, get advice from those who knew. Knew what exactly? How to find, and pay for, the best stroke care in Spain, or how to transport her mum back to Glasgow, and, once there, where the hell to put her? Not with Anna, no, no way, neither of them, both of them would hate that. To take her mum to the toilet, touch secret skin she’d not been intimate with for decades, build handrails on the bath? God, no. No, horrid, thoughtless daughter thinking thoughts that weren’t allowed. What was the alternative, then? Anna had folded her mum’s clean nightie, smoothed the ribbon-tie flat.

One of those places, those ugly, fetid places like The Meadows, where they’d sedate her and pad her and stick her in a vinyl chair.

There were bound to be better places than that – she could draw up a shortlist, go and inspect them. Once she was home. Yes, Anna must go home. There was Alice, whom the neighbour had been feeding, and – she could feel her shoulders tighten – there was work. Even the golf club ladies agreed she had pressing issues to contend with. 

They had no idea.

It was now six thirty on Monday morning. The average heart beats seventy-two times per minute, and Cassandra Maguire had been gone for over one hundred hours. Four hundred thousand beats of time, opening and closing. If Anna kept visualising that, focusing on the beat like artificial respiration, then she could visualise Cassie alive.

‘Morning ma’am,’ said the bar officer. ‘Good to see you back.’

She smiled at him. ‘Thanks, Joe. Much happening?’

‘Same old same old. Five minutes, and you’ll think you’ve never been away.’

Oh, but she had. The fresh-draughting current that entered her office with Anna cut through sleepy air, which had been quite happily minding its own business, morosely pushing dust across the coffee rings and silent clock. She opened the brass plate at the back of the mount, began to wind the little mechanism inside. Switched on the computer, typed in her magic numbers to unlock the screen. Black, black, all thick bold black screaming hundreds of unopened emails. She closed it up again, wished she could throw away the key. Another password, another heart-sink. Twelve new entries to be updated on the VPD. In what, four days in total since she’d last sat at her desk? Fair enough, there’d been no time to arrange proper cover, but could Johnny not have done the VPD at least? Her role was to deputise for him, but surely it worked both ways. 

Anna spread her hands across her cheeks and eyes, watching the world through little Vs. They’d have set up an incident room for Cassie now: a vulnerable OAP who had slipped from the face of the earth. They always used the long, thin room by the gents. Five minutes and she’d go up and see what was what. Not yet seven a.m. She’d come in deliberately early, suspecting the worst and hoping for a little window of quiet in which to read, reply, prioritise or bin before the new day’s assault began. 

First thing after Cassie would be to have a word with Fraser Harris. She checked the rosters, saw he was backshift the next day. Okay then, first thing tomorrow afternoon, she’d speak to him. And, in a couple of hours, she could call her mum’s old doctor. The same one that had given Anna her rubella jag, nursed her through suspected meningitis, told her she was pregnant. Nice old man, Dr Struthers. He’d know what to do. He’d find her mum a good place to recuperate. Get her some speech therapy, physio. And then, then, the time would be right to ask her mother the question that plucked this constant, irritant string. Once Caroline was rested, once the swelling had subsided and the bruising faded to blush, Anna would ask her what it meant, this spasming of her head; the desperate, regular nodding which had begun when her mother woke. And she’d ask her mother why her only waking words had been Teh-ee, Tegh-ee, uttered mournfully slow. Once she could say more, Anna would ask her.

‘Ma’am?’ Joe was holding a sheet of paper. ‘You got a sec? Only, I meant to say. We’ve some news about your old woman.’

‘Cassandra Maguire?’

Anna’s response was hesitant. ‘News’ could be a limp, curved body found in a ditch, if it meant a form signed off and resources released.

‘Aye. Last night actually, but the request to put this out only came in the now. So it’ll no have been marked off the VPD yet.’

He slid a flimsy global message across her desk: 



To All Forces.

Missing Person Cancellation: Cassandra Maguire



‘Look. Traced, safe and well.’

Like the swift rush of blood that came with resurfacing, Anna realised she’d been holding her breath. ‘Oh, Joe, that’s brilliant news. Where was she?’

He laughed. ‘Only got herself on a train down south, and presented herself at her sister-in-law’s door. Bloody Liverpool.’

‘You are joking!’

‘I know. Sergeant Duncan’s just phoned me to put this out on STORM the now. Apparently she was sick of being “treated like an eejit”, I think her exact words were.’

‘But how did she get out the nursing home?’

‘Booked a taxi, if you please, on her mobile phone. Then let herself out the back door. What a wumman, eh?’

A swift vision of the doughty old dame, scurrying from her room like she was in The Great Escape, dodging nurses and searchlights, with a coat draped over her nightie.

‘Oh. Oh, Joe – that’s fantastic. I’m so chuffed. Is someone going down to bring her back?’

‘No, I think she’s staying in Liverpool. Word is her daughter-in-law wants nothing more to do with her. And vice versa I believe.’

Ga’un yersel Cassie.

A beautiful feeling of looseness was gathering at the base of Anna’s skull. Some generous, benevolent puppet master was untangling the strings. She took her left wrist in her right hand, raised both above her head. Stretching until she felt the T-shirt pop from her belt. ‘Joe, I tell you. That has fair made my day.’

Joe scratched his elbow. He seemed embarrassed, then she realised. Not only was she grinning like a loon, but her belly button was on show.

‘So,’ drawing her arms down smartly, ‘keep me updated, eh? I want to see the whole file once it’s completed, yeah?’

‘Nae bother, ma’am. Eh . . . I’ll leave you to it.’

Anna looked at the Easter egg she’d bought for Claire. Claire, who was off for four days’ skiing, all healthy and bobble-hatted with her gleaming, pine-fresh kids. A fine big egg it was. Too big really. Anna cupped the fat round golden head of it, feeling hexagonal dips like phrenology. Flexed and raised and formed a fist. Punched slowly, triumphantly, the chocolate folding in a concertina beneath crumpled, tearing foil. Here’s to you, Cassandra Maguire. Wha’s like you? She bit a piece of chocolate, crisp-bitter on her tongue, then fixed her mind on other work, starting to shuffle through the pile of reports and memos and applications and letters that leered at her from on high. There was so much stuff, it made her head ache. But it would not ache today. Not while she had this perfect, silken taste of molten chocolate and victory. It did not happen often, and should be savoured when it did.

‘Here, ma’am? I brought you the missing persons file. Most of it seems to be filled in already – I think they were just waiting for confirmation this morning.’

‘Okay, great. Just leave it there, Joe.’ Her fingers were sticky. ‘Want some chocolate?’

‘No, you’re alright.’

She just wanted to check it all in black and white, then she would update the VPD. Flicking through all the four-page forms until she came to the one marked: Cassandra Maguire. Turned to page two, saw the global Joe had freshly stapled and attached:



To All Forces.

Missing Person Cancellation: Cassandra Maguire



Beautiful, fat black confirmation. The latter entries on the form were a hopscotch of handwritten scrawls and photocopied faxes between Strathclyde and Merseyside. The last one from down south came at nine o’clock last night. Identity confirmed. Statement from Mrs Maguire to follow. Anna looked for the statement, but there was nothing else. Yet Johnny appeared to have signed it off, last night, long before this cancellation was circulated. So what had they been waiting for? There were no medical reports, no further contact with the nursing home either. Was Cassie actually compos mentis? Did she know that she wanted to stay in Liverpool? Ten minutes, that’s all it took to finish things off properly, but everyone was always too busy, skating on thinnest ice, scrape-tipped fingernails hanging and whoosh, we got away with it, it was fine, fine, until the next time. And each time, every time they skimmed and skimped, even if they did get away with it, something else was lost.

Anna clicked on her electronic diary. She was down for Subdivisional Tasking at nine, and a meeting with Community Policing at eleven. She could squeeze a quick visit to The Meadows in between. It would simply be a courtesy call, no criticism of Johnny’s professionalism implicit at all.

The Tasking meeting dragged on and on, Johnny keen to offload as much crap on to her as he could. But she couldn’t stay pissed off with him; he did it with such broguish aplomb. Although he’d still not explained why he’d omitted to tell her about Claire’s Saturday Saturation extravaganza – or given her the full story regarding Heraghty. 

‘Sure, only if you think you can manage that too, Anna,’ he smiled, at some final, detailed request. ‘I know you’ve a lot on at the moment, particularly with your mum and all. But we’re just glad to see you back. Place hasn’t been the same without you.’

Was that a wink? A twinkle at the very least. The sinew on his forearm undulating as he gathered up his papers. Johnny was in operational gear that morning, some recce visit he was doing later at Hampden football ground. Few senior officers suited the crude black nylon T-shirt sculpting over their middle-aged, status-filled bellies. But Johnny was surely of the Black Irish, long-boned and lean. He asked her to wait behind as the rest of them were leaving.

‘So. How are things? Really?’

‘Good, thanks. My mum’s out her coma now, they’re giving her therapy. It’s going to be fine.’

‘Good stuff, good stuff.’

Sometimes, in the temptation to stay happy and whole, Anna chose not to dip behind the scenes, seeing or hearing only that which was sufficient to maintain a façade; of being popular, being right, in control; whatever. But then it would start to gnaw, this need to know and seek the truth, even if it might hurt. Deep breath, and out with it. 

‘Johnny. I need to ask you about a couple of things.’

‘Fire away.’

‘First off: what’s the script with Cassandra Maguire? Why did nobody tell me she’d been found?’

‘Because it was late last night and you were flying back from Spain?’

‘You could’ve left a message.’

‘And why, Anna, would I do that? I knew you were back in today, I knew you were fretting about your mum. And, quite frankly, I knew I could handle it – all on my own, as well.’

‘I didn’t mean it like that, it’s just that . . . well, I’d like to have known, that’s all.’

‘Well, now you do.’ She saw him check his watch. She was meant to see him check his watch. 

‘And what about Councillor Heraghty? I’m still not clear on what went wrong there. I thought it was my job to liaise with my councillors.’

He nodded, thoughtful. ‘Well, I’m glad you mentioned that Anna, because we do need to have a wee word there. Actually, Mrs H has requested the pleasure of your company regarding same.’

‘Why?’

‘Like I said before, she’s been having a lot of trouble with that man, Anna. He’s a shit-stirrer, bad-mouthing this division every opportunity he gets. Personally, I thought his behaviour was bang out of order.’

‘I didn’t think he was that bad—’

‘Anyhoo, why don’t you give Mrs H a ring? She just wants a chat, check everything’s good with you.’

That didn’t sound like Mrs Hamilton. 

Johnny opened his desk drawer. ‘Here, I know you’re just back and that, and I don’t know how you’re placed, but . . . um – do you like curry at all?’

Curry? She was a cop. It was what they ate for breakfast.

‘I do. Why?’

‘Well, I’ve been given two tickets for the opening of some new curry house up in Mearns.’ He handed her an envelope. ‘Gala buffet, local celebs – d’you fancy it?’

The invitation read: Coriander. A new experience in fine Asian dining.

‘You realise that’ll mean wee dinky portions on big white plates, don’t you?’

‘Ach well,’ said Johnny, ‘we can go for chips after. If you fancy it, that is? It’s this Friday.’

‘Sure. Why not?’ She passed the envelope back to him, her self-esteem unfurling a few notches. Perhaps she had misjudged him, misjudged it all. Perhaps she was entering a new five-year cycle of boom instead of bust? Then she thought of her mum and her poor withered hands, and felt a little sick.

‘Hey, I thought it might cheer you up.’

‘No, it will, it does. Sorry. I’ve just got a lot on my mind. And, that was the other thing I wanted to ask you about. This Saturday Saturation gig?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s just, well, I thought that was the sort of initiative we’d work on together. And you hadn’t mentioned anything about it before.’

‘You mean before your mammy took ill?’

‘Yeah. It would have been really helpful to have had sight of the proposal, for that meeting I was scheduled to go to.’

Johnny leaned back in his chair, T-shirt moving with the muscles underneath. ‘I never mentioned it because Mrs H hadn’t agreed we were doing it yet.’ 

 ‘But Claire Rodgers presented it to me as a fait accompli.’

‘Well, Claire Rodgers had got a bit ahead of herself then. Of course I would have discussed it with you, Anna. You’re my number two, aren’t you? But, I’ll tell you, that girl can be way off the mark sometimes. Speaking of which: Fraser Harris?’

Heat flushed Anna’s cheekbones. She could feel the skin tauten, waving little red flags of complicity and blame. ‘Johnny. I’m really sorry about that—’

‘Ach, away. Sure, you’ve got nothing to be sorry for, Anna. If Claire Rodgers had got her arse in gear a bit quicker, then the poor boy might not be nursing a sore face at all.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Fraser. D’you not know the full story? He went to remonstrate with some boy racers outside his house, and got a black eye for his troubles. Of course, then it turns out they weren’t boy racers at all, but part of an ongoing attempt to intimidate him. But no bugger had told me that, had they? I only sussed it out when bloody Claire Rodgers came to see me, all snot and apologies that she hadn’t passed your message on sooner.’

Anna stared at Johnny’s mouth, with all that jumble pouring out of it, like bubble words in a comic. 

‘Anna, don’t look like that. It’s not your fault. I totally understand you had to rush and get to the hospital. Fraser’s grand. He’s been back at work already – he’s coming in to see you tomorrow, yeah? And Claire’s learned her lesson, so it’s all cool.’ Johnny stood up. ‘You know, we should only have to say things once to sergeants and inspectors; it’s not our job to be their mammies. Oh . . .’ He sucked in his bottom lip. ‘Sure, I’m sorry. That was crass. Look, I’ll need to shoot. Anyway, the report on Fraser’s all there on your desk.’ He patted her shoulder as he passed. ‘You take it easy. You’re looking right pale.’ 

Claire wasn’t back until next week, but this couldn’t wait. Anna still had her mobile number. She started dialling it before she’d even got back to her office, power-walking past people saying ‘Hi, ma’am’ and ‘How are things?’ Tough shit if Claire was careering downhill on a bobsleigh. She’d have her phone on anyway, of course she would – she was one of those women who were perpetually primed and ready to go. Just add boiling water . . . 

‘Claire? Anna Cameron here.’ Shutting her office door, rummaging through her in-tray, to find the damn report.

‘Oh, hi, ma’am. Is that you back?’

‘Yes.’

‘Get your plane ticket alright? I had a right bother getting—’

‘Claire. What’s this crap about you not getting the message regarding Fraser to Mr O’Hare? After everything I told you, you—’ Anna had found the report, was reading it as she ranted. Was reading it again, trying to make sense of the dates. Looking at her calendar, and back at the page. Time was slipping uncontrollably at the moment, was lapping itself in horrible, relentless waves, but she knew she was not mad. The report said Fraser was assaulted on Thursday, the night Anna had flown to Spain. But it was the Friday morning that she’d spoken to Claire.

‘Claire. What’s going on?’

Anna could hear the giggles of kids in the background, the clatter of cutlery. Claire not speaking.

‘Claire. Why does Mr O’Hare think you forgot to pass on my message?’

‘Because I told him you gave me it the day your mum took ill. The Thursday, not the Friday.’

 ‘And why the hell would you say that?’

She sniffed, gave a little sneeze. ‘Oops, sorry. Got a bit of croissant stuck there.’

‘Claire?’

A sigh. ‘Just before I went to see Mr O’Hare, after we spoke, I mean, I saw Fraser had signed off sick. I did a bit of digging and found out there’d been an incident at his house already.’

‘But why didn’t you tell me that when I phoned again? And why did you not just tell O’Hare the truth?’

‘I got the feeling . . . look, have you spoken to Mrs H yet?’

‘No. Why?’

‘It doesn’t matter. I just thought you had enough to be dealing with, that’s all.’

Anna paused for a moment, absorbing Claire’s statement. Soaking in under her skin, round the back of her yellowed guts. 

‘You mean – you felt sorry for me?’

‘Anna, I really admire you. I think you’re a great boss. You don’t take any crap, but you don’t talk it either. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing – I knew Hamilton would crucify you, but she seems to like me at the moment, for some weird reason . . . so . . . well, I blubbed some rubbish about one of my kids being sick, and how sorry I was, took the bollocking, and that was it really.’

‘Claire. I don’t know what to say . . .’

‘You don’t have to say anything. It was my decision, you didn’t ask me to do it, and if you say anything now, then we’ll both be in the shit. At the end of the day, Fraser’s fine, we’ve got an action plan in place – plus he thinks he could maybe ID one of the neds responsible – if we ever track them down.’

‘But, even so . . . Claire, I’ve been a horrible cow to you.’

‘Yeah, but you’re a horrible cow to everyone, Anna. That’s what I like about you. There’s no side to you – not like Hamilton. One day you’re in her “groovy gang”, next she’s bad-mouthing you to your shift. I hate women like that – they’re just bitches, and the job’s getting full of them. It seems to me the more women we get up the ranks, the more bullies we’re getting too. And you’re not a bully, Anna. You’re tough, but you’re fair.’

Whipping air round her face, like someone had thumped her, hard. 

‘Shit. All I can say is . . . thanks.’

‘Och, thanks, shmanks. At the end of the day, I was acting in my own self-interest. I’d like to keep you as my boss. I mean, I’ve got to have some decent role models to learn from, if I’m going to be Chief Constable in ten years. Hey, got to go. The minibus leaves in five, and there’s a black run with my name on it looming.’

Anna put the phone down, placed the report about Fraser directly in front of her. Tried to focus on the words on the page, not those zooming inside her head. Effectively, she was guilty of dereliction of duty, yet Claire had taken the blame. Would Anna have done that? Or would she have put the boot in so firmly that Claire would now be counting traffic cones in Gourock? For all Anna had been intrigued by the notion of a female divisional commander, she had never cleaved to a sense of ‘sisterhood’ in the job. You got where you got on your own merit. 

Anna reread the first paragraph. Fraser had come out of his house about nine in the evening, to put the bins out. Had noticed a black Nissan Primera parked across his driveway. He’d asked the occupants to move, knowing that his wife would be coming home from her mother’s. In his statement, he said he’d been perfectly reasonable, explaining politely that she’d need access to the drive. Both male occupants had then jumped from the car, the driver actually slamming his door into Fraser’s groin and stomach as he’d exited the vehicle. While Fraser was winded, his assailants had struck him several times about the head and body, before the men returned to the car and made off north towards the main road. As he hit him, the male who Fraser believed to be the passenger had said: ‘Take a fucking telling, pig.’

 ‘At no time,’ Fraser stated in the report, ‘did I identify myself as a police officer.’

It was not Fraser who had called the police, but a neighbour who came across him lying on the pavement. By the sound of it, they must have knocked him unconscious. The males were described as late teens, one sallow-skinned, possibly Mediterranean, one – the passenger – white, with peroxide blond hair. Both spoke with pronounced Glaswegian accents. The darker male was approximately five foot six or seven inches, while his companion was well over six feet. An odd couple, yet none of the neighbours, not even the man who found him, had seen a thing. Following a hospital check-up, the notes said, it was noted that Constable Harris had sustained a broken tooth, facial abrasions and bruising to his abdomen.

She closed the folder, raging. At herself, as much as these shitty neds who’d given one of her cops a doing in his own front drive. She tried to get on with the rest of her work, but kept returning to pictures of Fraser lying on the deck, and then of Claire, being martyred on her ski poles. Criss-cross in the snow, St Andrew in salopettes. 

That Claire liked her, was loyal to her, astonished Anna. That she felt secure enough to say so made Anna numb. All through her service, Anna had squared up, dressed down, kept things tight. She might bluster and shag her way through the job, but it was never done in a specifically female way. Not intentionally. There were always potential prejudices lurking, of course there were, but it was up to you how you dealt with them. You could either back away at the merest hint of discrimination, or charge straight through – and run the risk of bursting your nose as you crashed against a brick wall. 

If you did charge, though, and it worked, you were vindicated. Tough. And it felt so good. But then you’d do it again, and again, until you were in danger of becoming more macho than the men you tried to match. Anna had seen it happen, knew she had atrophied that little bit too. Stopping up the milk of human kindness, so scared you might be perceived as weak that you would overcompensate, grow more antagonistic, more quick to confront than the worst of the men you worked with. Margaret Thatcher syndrome. No, it was Mrs Hamilton syndrome. Something that probably originated as a defence mechanism for Marion Hamilton had turned into a ruthless drive for power at all costs. And an inability to show any hint of being female at all. 

Claire, on the other hand, had it sussed. She seemed to have found a third way, neither overaggressive, nor meek and ineffectual. Like Jenny Heath, or young Arlene Winetrobe, even. The uniform might be one size fits all, but the women Anna had worked with were just as diverse as the men. Some with nurturing qualities, some who worked instinctively, methodically. Some were cerebral, while others could knock down an angry man at ten paces. And some, like Hamilton, were out-of-their-depth bullies, trying to prove a point their younger colleagues had already made.

Claire admired Anna. So Anna had to be doing something right. Cheered by this new dynamic, she decided she would visit Macklin at The Meadows, actually call in in person. Because Anna was tough, but fair. With an extra serving of compassion. And she’d buy another Easter egg on the way.

‘Joe,’ she called to the bar officer as she was leaving, ‘I’m just nipping out. If anyone’s looking for me, I’ll be back by eleven, okay?’

‘Right ma’am.’ He smiled. ‘Secret mission, is it?’ 

‘Eh, no?’ 

What kind of a smile was that? A pseudo-knowing one? Is that what they thought of her in here, that she was aye rushing off to get her hole or something?

‘Joe, this is a business call. Were you implying something else?’

‘Jeez, no ma’am. No, not at all. I was just . . . it was just banter . . . I—’

‘Aye, well you’ll be bantering your arse straight into a free transfer to Arran if you keep that up, pal.’

She let the back door slam shut. Took a full, sore breath, and thought about crouching on her hunkers with her head buried in her armpit. Of course poor Joe had been joking. That face of mortification was all for her, not him. 

You’ve let down your bar officer, you’ve let down your station – but most of all, you’ve let down yourself. Insert ‘school’, ‘family’, ‘cat’, ‘mother’ at the appropriate juncture, and there you had it – the story of Anna’s life.

She drove slowly up to the Mearns, trying to remember the yoga breathing Elaine had taught her. You’d to pick a soothing mantra, but all Anna could come up with was ‘bollocks’. Still, repeated slow and sure on the out-breath, it engendered a curious calm, which lasted all the way to The Meadows. The face regarding her in the driver’s mirror was only slightly mottled. She collected herself, pushing her hair from her brow. Automatically thinking of Macklin, and his similar habit.

Gusts of wind fretted as she crossed the empty car park. The door, this time, was locked. They should have made it into a stable door, in keeping with the rustic theme. Keep the bottom locked and the top open for visitors to shout into. None of the oldies could have vaulted that. She buzzed the intercom. ‘Anna Cameron for Mr Macklin.’

Macklin was waiting in the hallway, his face slightly flushed, and she realised he was pleased to see her. The thought reared, confusing her. 

‘Chief Inspector. You got my message then?’

It was a bitter day, the heating on full blast, fermenting unpleasant air. The kiss of almost-death. 

‘What message?’

‘I left a message, asking you to speak to me. Urgently. Is that not why you’re here?’

‘No. But I take it it’s about Mrs Maguire? I came to finalise a few issues about her anyway.’

‘You did?’ His voice lifted. ‘Like what?’

Was that a wee tweak of panic there? 

‘Why don’t you tell me what you wanted to see me about first?’

Deeper splashes of colour in his cheeks. ‘I . . . look, I want you to know, I’m not trying to make a complaint or anything.’

You’re not making a complaint! Bloody right you’re not. You’ll be lucky to come out of this whole thing without losing your licence. Or permit, or whatever it is you need to run a nursing home. 

‘Do go on.’ 

Cruikshanks was right. She’d slipped to icy-polite, just like Mrs Hamilton.

‘The thing is . . . I’m not sure you’ve got the right person.’

‘Pardon?’

‘The lady, the one your guys recovered down south. Well, I’m pretty sure it’s not Cassie.’

Anna didn’t close her eyes. She didn’t let the small, brief ‘ohforgodsake’ whimper from behind her bitten lips; didn’t even scowl, as far as she was aware. 

Because Anna was tough, but fair.

People did it, she’d seen this before. They blocked out the possibility that the bad stuff could pass. And it was usually cases like this, where there was no violence, just a void. It was the not-knowing, it went far deeper than simple death. Just you and the empty space, and your head fighting the mind-whirling that would wake you, fighting the visceral twist of your fears, and you, not able to stop it. With all that gnawing, some folk could only hold themselves numb. 

So when the truth came, you couldn’t accept that either.

Anna sat on the edge of the hall table. ‘Mr Macklin, I promise you – we’ve found her. It’s fine.’

‘It’s not, it’s really not. Look, I went up last night, to see the Maguires. I wanted to . . . apologise, I suppose.’

‘Wow. Bearding Sheena in her den – that was brave.’

Macklin half smiled. ‘I took her up some flowers. Freesias.’

Anna’s favourites. All the live, light colours of the rainbow. They didn’t overpower like lilies, or sit petulant like carnations. As she was thinking it, Macklin’s face seemed softer, his jaw less tense. For twenty years, Anna had seen the calluses and carbuncles that crept round police officers; bright, decent folk who started out with kindness in their hearts. Perhaps it was true of doctors too.

‘That was nice. Did it calm her down?’

‘Actually they were both very quiet. Quite nervy, in fact. But the point is—’

 Anna stood up again. This could go on all night. ‘Look, I maybe shouldn’t say this, but we haven’t interviewed Cassie yet. If I were you, I wouldn’t be admitting to anything yet. Let’s just wait until—’

‘No. I really don’t care about all that liability nonsense.’ He was coming towards her, palms up. Automatically, Anna repositioned herself, so she was facing him, square. Ready for . . . what, exactly?

‘The point is, when I was at the Maguires’, I saw a fax. It must have come from the English police. It was a photo of an old woman. And, I promise you – that woman was not Cassie.’

Macklin was standing over her; she could feel the warmth of his breath, his words unravelling in fluid air. Words that made no sense.

‘You have to believe me.’ Mouth up close, enunciating every syllable. ‘The woman you think you’ve recovered is not Cassandra Maguire.’





Chapter Eleven

Wednesday. This was CID’s baby now. Anna still bore the scars of previous unwanted interventions. Indeed, Cruikshanks had posed, hands on hips, as she’d passed him her notes, all the times and details of her conversations with Mr Macklin and the Maguires, the phone calls with PC Auden. Raising his voice for the benefit of the rest of the incident room: ‘Now, is that everything, Chief Inspector? No secret witnesses you’re keeping for yourself? A couple of your neighbours you’ve got tailing the suspects, perhaps?’

Anna leaned close into him. ‘Up yours,’ she whispered in his ear.

‘Seriously, brilliant work, girl. You really should think about ditching that uniform. Let’s hear it for Chief Inspector Cameron, lads.’

A half-hearted smattering of ‘yays’ and ‘cheers, ma’am’, but not one of them actually meant it. Why should they?

‘Oh, for fucksake, guys,’ said Anna. ‘Just get on with finding the poor old soul, eh?’ 

How many of these detectives had worked under Nikki Armstrong? On top of her, even. That was Anna’s first, churlish response; she had got their old boss the sack, and so they didn’t like her. Before, it would have been her only response. But rank had stamped her somehow, bringing the security of stature, not in a self-aggrandising way. She’d noticed it creeping like a lengthening pool, ever since she got promoted. It must be how an actor felt when they got a good review, a poet when they won a prize, or a writer as their novel shot up the charts. You can know, and think, and trust that you are good, as you work away in secret. Yet you never quite make your mark. In your head, you tell yourself nobody understands you, that you don’t care. But you do, you do, and you only know how much you do when the hurting stops. That head-raising glory when they stop hammering you down, and a wee, important man sticks a big gold star on your chest and goes: ‘Okay, then. We finally agree.’

That stamp of approval was liberating, like just the right amount of drugs. Giving her the clarity and confidence to look beyond the knee-jerk. Hamilton didn’t like Anna because Hamilton was a basket case. Anna couldn’t change her commander’s mindset, but she could live with it. And these cops might be pissed off with Anna, but it was not because she was an unlikeable boot. It was because she had done a good thing, and they had not. Two good things, if you counted Aziz. Stuff it, three, if you counted shafting Nikki Armstrong. 

No one else here had thought the missing Cassandra was a crime; no one else had looked at the facts and said it wasn’t right. Only Anna. And though the facts were as unaltered as they had ever been, that Cassie, who had been here, was no longer here, the abstraction contained by


































































































































































































































































Chapter Eighteen

From a quietly fading enquiry, Cassandra Maguire’s investigation was reborn. The faint pall had ignited like gas, incident rooms billowing, teams doubling and tripling in size and fresh momentum. Here was something to get their teeth into; here was a body, facts, forensics. Here was real. 

Anna stayed away. She took no satisfaction in seeing Cassie’s waxen portrait at the centre of the whiteboards, and she wanted to avoid the posturings of Johnny and Mrs H and every other senior officer who hovered on the periphery, pretending they were invaluable, crucial; useful at least. Thoughts of Headquarters and grievances could wait, their importance ebbing. 

Before she left Govan though, Anna sat in on the jogging lady’s interview.

‘She likes you,’ said Cruikshanks. ‘Disny like me. Try and mollify her, eh?’

 He’d not enlighted Anna about ‘the Indians’; they had barely spoken since the undertakers’ shell arrived for Cassie, and Cruikshanks was absorbed into mayhem and murder.

The jogger sipped her water. Her name was Valerie. 

‘It was still pretty dark; about five a.m.—’

‘On the seventeenth?’

‘Yes. I work shifts you see, so I just run whenever I can. But I always wear my fluorescent hat. And I have reflectors on the back of my shoes, so they should have seen me.’

‘The people in the van?’

‘Yes. I was in the park, jogging down the track that runs from the golf course, and this van screeches past, damn near knocks me over – but they never even stopped. No lights on or anything.’

The DC conducting the interview stopped writing. ‘Terrible.’

‘I know. So I chased them, all the way down to the old house. They had parked up right beside it, and were unloading all sorts of stuff.’

‘What kind of stuff?’

She frowned. ‘I’ve already told the girl in your incident room.’

‘I know,’ said Anna. ‘I’m sorry. We just have to put it all down in an official statement. That way you can sign it, and it keeps everyone right.’

Valerie sighed. ‘It looked like dust-sheets, and a rolled-up carpet. And there were some cardboard boxes. Quite big ones – sort of size you’d get a computer in. Anyway, I was going to give them a piece of my mind.’

‘Could you describe any of these people?’

‘They were Indians.’

‘Yes, but could you be more specific?’

‘Well, they were Asian, anyway. Or Pakistani. You know. Three of them, all men.’ 

‘Ages? Build?’

‘Sort of medium, I suppose. Ages, I’m not sure of. I was kind of standing behind a tree, and the light was very murky.’

‘You were behind a tree?’

‘Yes, well, the closer I had got, the more I could hear raised voices. I didn’t want to walk right in to a punch-up or something.’

‘How far away were you?’ asked Anna.

‘Hmm.’ She looked out of the office window. ‘From about here to the other side of your car park, I reckon.’

‘And do you think you could identify any of them again?’

‘Oh, no. I don’t think so.’

Again, the DC laid down his pen. ‘What about the van?’

‘White, maybe? I don’t know, it was dark. Anyway, I was going to go up and say something, I really was. I mean, I was hopping mad. Next thing, I saw one of them lug what looked like a tool bag. One of those old, soft ones, you know? And, as he was lifting it, this slipper fell out.’

‘This is the burgundy slipper you referrred to in your call to us?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did it fall out of the stuff he was carrying, or the van?’

‘I’m not sure. I just saw it land on the ground.’

‘And how did you know it was burgundy?’ asked Anna. ‘You’re just after saying how dark it was.’

Valerie tutted. ‘When I say dark, I mean greyish, like it was almost daybreak. But actually, I know for definite because one of them had a torch. He was waving it at the one with the carpet, so he could see what he was doing, I suppose. But I don’t think either of them noticed the slipper; they were gabbling to each other, the one with the torch seemed angry. The light was all sort of bouncing about as he gesticulated, and I saw it flash, right on the slipper. And I remember thinking, oh, look Valerie, that’s the same M&S slippers that you bought Mum.’ She took another drink. ‘It’s not there now, of course—’

Anna interjected. ‘Then what happened?’

‘Um, I decided just to go home.’

‘Not to speak to them?’

‘No.’ 

‘But you didn’t think there was anything particularly suspicious? Not at the time?’

‘No,’ she shrugged. ‘I just thought they were workmen.’

So Valerie had jogged on home and thought little more about it until Tom’s press conference a week later. She’d been doing the ironing, had stopped when she heard ‘that chubby detective chap’ repeat the time and date of Cassie’s disappearance. 

‘Hmm, I thought. That’s the night I saw those men. And the detective had said she’d left her nightie and her slipper behind – it was the word “slipper” that caught my attention actually. Then I thought, ach Valerie, see you and your waxy ears. The man will have just said “slippers”. It’s probably nothing to do with anything.’ She paused for breath. ‘But. You never know, do you?’ 

‘No, you don’t.’

Valerie had thought about it a bit more and then, like a good citizen, had phoned the incident line. Two days later.

‘Not immediately?’ said Anna.

‘Well, you don’t like to cause a fuss over nothing, do you? And actually, I meant to go back up to the house myself and have a wee look first, in case I was wasting your time, but we were heading off to Portugal for a few days – for a friend’s wedding – and I had a million and one things to do, and I thought, ach, someone else is bound to have seen them; then I thought, no Valerie, just do it, for heaven’s sake, so I did, I called just before we were leaving. I told the young laddie what I’d seen, and he took my details and said someone would be in touch. And then I came back from Portugal and there wasn’t a single message from the police, nothing. Well, that’s when I started to get annoyed. You know, once you’ve made the effort, a courtesy call is only polite.’

Valerie had waited a bit longer, then phoned the incident room again. And was assured she was on their list, which she was. Just not marked ‘priority’ in amongst all the more pressing priorities.

‘But it’s not on, is it? I mean, if nothing else, you can let someone know if there’s been any follow-up. Obviously, by this stage, I’m assuming that you’ve at least checked the house.’

The DC sorted his papers, Anna straightened her pen.

‘And then, when I saw those two policemen today in their van, right at the park gates, I thought, enough’s enough. I jogged straight over and asked if they were here about the van. Said I could show them exactly where it had been. But they just said that they were tied up with another call and that if I didn’t have the vehicle’s registration number there wasn’t much they could do. Think they thought I was on about road rage.’

‘Did you not tell them it was in connection with Cassandra Maguire?’ said the DC.

‘Well no. They were so bloody offhand, I just snapped. Demanded the number of their most senior officer, and one of them sort of smirked and gave me a postcard thingy that had your headquarters’ number on it. So, I jogged home, phoned immediately. After a bit of to-ing and fro-ing, I finally got to speak to someone in charge, and,’ she opened her hands, then clasped them again, ‘here we are.’ 

‘Can I ask you something, Valerie?’ said Anna. ‘Tell me honestly. Why was it that you decided not to speak to the men?’ She checked the notes the DC had made. ‘You said you were “hopping mad”, that you were all set to “give them a piece of your mind”. So what changed?’ 

‘This probably sounds daft.’ Valerie scratched her eyebrow. ‘But one of them looked at me. The one with the torch.’

‘How do you mean: “looked at you”?

‘He just suddenly wheeched off his glasses and looked at me. I was sure they couldn’t see me, I’d taken my hat off and everything, but this one stared straight over, to where I was at the tree. Like he wanted me to challenge him. Next thing I know, he’s shining the torch right at me.’

‘So you decided to keep moving?’

‘Absolutely. I can’t say what it was, I could only see shadows where his mouth and eyes would be, but I’ll tell you this.’ She leaned towards Anna. ‘He gave me the absolute creeps.’

After listening to Valerie, Anna had gone straight to The Meadows. Indians, Manju, Saracens; there had to be a connection. And she wanted to tell Manju about Cassie – Rob, of course, he should know right away, before he read it in some paper. Bugger Ronnie and Sheena Maguire; Cruikshanks would be breaking the news to them, right about now – hopefully while he was kicking seven bells of shit out the stupid, evil pair. Last thing she heard Cruikshanks yelling was: ‘Fucking get them back in here. Now! I want warrants to search all their properties and businesses. And get me a double sausage supper.’

The Maguires may not have killed Cassandra, but they had let it happen, of that Anna was convinced. 

The Meadows was as warm as ever. And just as noxious. She waited while the receptionist checked if Rob was free. The girl put her hand over the mouthpiece of her phone.

‘I think he’s just going into a meeting actually – oh, hello Mr Macklin. I have a Chief Inspector Cameron to see . . . oh. Fine. Will do.’ She hung up the receiver. ‘He says to go straight through.’

Rob stood as Anna came in. Hand outstretched, chin tilted forward. 

‘Hey you.’

She stayed on the other side of his desk. ‘Rob, it might be best if you sit back down.’ 

‘Why?’

‘We found her. We found Cassie, Rob.’

‘And?’

‘I’m so sorry. She’s dead. We did everything we could, but we were just too late.’

He let his eyelids drop, the shape of his face setting hard for an instant. She heard him whisper something; it might have been Cassie’s name. A pause of air, a seal around them. His eyes, back on her. So weary. 

‘At least you found her. At least we . . .’ He stared at the ceiling. ‘Where was she?’

‘I can’t really say at the moment. It’s still—’

‘It’s okay, I get it. So, what happens now?’

‘Well, it’s a murder investigation now. I guess everyone here will be interviewed again . . .’

‘Oh great.’ Rob pushed his index fingers into his temples. ‘Sorry. Anna, I didn’t mean that.’

‘No, I understand. We’ll try to be as discreet as we can.’

‘It’s not me I’m bothered about. Some of the residents have been here for years, long before I took the place over. If we do close . . . well, they’ll have to start again, somewhere else. Can you imagine? At eighty-odd, when you can barely see or hear, but folk know you like to be called Miss Harvey, not Betty, and you know where the light switch is in your bathroom, and that Donald and Jessie sit next to you in the Day Room. These things are important, you know?’ His voice grew duller. ‘They help to keep you sane.’

‘Rob, they’re going to want to question you again too.’

‘I know.’ He kept circling the skin above his eyebrows. She imagined the pain he was feeling, her pushing it deeper, but she had to tell him the truth.

‘We’ll be looking at every possible motive. Revenge, greed . . . the fact this place is struggling . . .’

He nodded. ‘I realise that. Greed I get. But revenge? What could Cassie have done to anybody that would make them want to take her away and kill her?’

Valid questions, but ones they couldn’t discuss. Rob was not a cop. She couldn’t even tell him how Cassie had died.

‘Ach, fuck. It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’

‘Tut, tut. Not like you to swear, Doctor Macklin.’

A weak smile. ‘Just wait till you get to know me. And it’s bloody Mister.’ He rapped his hands on his desk. ‘Right. Manju?’

‘You think she’ll understand what I’m telling her?’

‘I think so. Just go easy on her.’

‘I have to ask about the men in her room again, Rob.’

‘I’d really rather you didn’t.’ 

‘Cassie’s dead, and Manju’s the only person that may have seen who took her.’

‘Can we just see how she is once you tell her, please?’

‘Okay.’

A perfunctory tap on the door, then the matron walked in. ‘Oh, sorry, Mr Macklin. I didn’t realise you had company. Em, these just came in.’ She passed over a clutch of brown envelopes. ‘I think they’re urgent. See that one, it’s from Scottish Power. Now, if you remember, they phoned last week—’

‘Thanks Jill. Just leave them there.’

‘I really think you should—’

‘Jill. Cassie Maguire has been found dead. I’ll deal with these later, yes?’

‘Oh! Oh my God! Oh poor Cassie. Oh.’ The matron sought confirmation from Anna. ‘Oh, are you sure it’s her?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Oh God, the poor old soul.’ Fast-flowing tears, the tension of the last fortnight breaking, spilling.

‘Perhaps you could inform the staff,’ said Anna. ‘And those patients you think need to know. I can’t give you any details, but it’ll be on the news tonight, so maybe you could prepare them?’ 

‘Yes, yes, of course. Oh, God. Poor, poor Cassie.’ She hurried out, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

‘You’ve some bedside manner on you, Doctor.’

‘The woman’s a pain in the arse anyway.’ He dropped the envelopes, unopened, in a wire tray. ‘Ach, sorry. I didn’t mean that. Anna, I know this is a crass question, and it’s hardly the time, but did you manage to bank that money?’

Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh shit. Oh, bollocks – I was going to, but then I got tied up in the search for Cassie.’

‘Oh well. Too late now. Stand by for a slew of bouncing cheques. Where is it anyway?’ 

‘In . . .’ 

Where, where . . . in her fleece pocket, which was hanging over the back of her office chair.

‘It’s safe, I promise. It’s at my work. Look, let me see Manju, then I’ll go straight down to Giffnock, pick up the money and take it to the bank. I’ll tell them it wasn’t your fault.’

That sad tightness in his face again. ‘Don’t think it matters if you talk to a person any more. It’s all decided by computers now, isn’t it? Anyway, come on and I’ll take you up to Manju.’ 

They walked up the stairs in silence. Was it a good thing, so early on, that he realised he couldn’t rely on her? That her job made her inconsiderate and obtuse, taking her to places and people Rob would never want to know about? That it would consume large swathes of her life, and even the bits left over, those pieces that were exclusively her, Anna-with-no-strings, were often knackered and crabbit. At the top of the stairs, Rob turned suddenly and kissed her, the fierceness of it knocking her breath away. His lips imprinting ownership, absolution. She stared at his soft black hair and his lowered lids and the sweet dark angle of his jaw, then closed her eyes, didn’t need to see it, could feel it was real, could feel the pressure of the banister at her back as she returned his kiss, his body against hers. Fitting. 

Slower, slower, then stopping. Moving apart, but it felt like they were touching.

‘I’m sorry.’ 

He traced her hair, her cheekbone. ‘I just wanted you to know that you make all this bearable.’

Then, just as suddenly, he moved along the landing and into Manju’s room. Anna went after him, each step resting lightly on the nylon carpet; that slight, padded buoyancy you get when wearing new trainers.

Cassie’s bed was still there, made up with her pink donkey pyjama case glinting its false eyes at them. Manju lay quiet, prone. Someone had combed her hair, fanning it out on the pile of pillows. Her hands, though, were knotted under her chin, like a little rodent clutching nuts, and one leg appeared to tremble slightly beneath the blankets.

‘Manju.’ Anna sat on the edge of the bed, placed her hands over Manju’s twisted fists. ‘Remember me? It’s Anna. I was looking for Cassie for you. Remember?’

She was aware of the leg, jittering faster, but nothing registered on Manju’s face. Anna needed to trigger some proper response this time, to unlock whatever pictures Manju held in her head. She glanced at Rob.

‘She can still speak, can’t she?’

‘Padma says she hears her singing occasionally. But I’ve not heard her say anything since Cassie went away.’ 

‘Manju. Remember the men? The ones who came into your room? Did they take Cassie? Squeeze my hand if they took Cassie. Please.’

Manju’s hands lay motionless under hers.

‘She can definitely still hear me?’

‘I think so.’

Anna tried again. ‘Were you scared of the men? Did they remind you of home, before you came here? Please think for me.’

‘Anna. Go easy on her.’

The flesh she was touching felt hotter, igneous, as if fire was rumbling inside.

‘Just give me a minute, Rob.’

‘One minute.’

‘Manju, I spoke to Carol. She told me a bit about you. And then I remembered you as well. You used to sit and watch the traffic, didn’t you? In Giffnock, beside the police station?’

A fractured headspin, jerk left, jerk right, and she pulled her hands away.

‘Hey, it’s okay.’ Anna stroked Manju’s hair. ‘Your hair was even blacker then. I always remember that. You had beautiful hair, and I was dead jealous of it. Do you remember Carol? Dr Jenkins’s little girl.’ 

The reaction to Jenkins’s name was immediate – Manju flinging both arms wide, struggling to sit up. Low howling, like an animal baying.

‘Jesus, Anna! Get away from her.’ Rob slammed the call button. A nurse came running. 

‘Watch her while I run and get some Diazepam. I think there’s some in my car.’ He held Manju’s shoulders. ‘Ssh now, darling. Ssh, it’s alright.’

But Anna had burst her, literally burst Manju wide and desperate. The wound was there now so she may as well keep going, before it closed and scabbed and sealed again and she kept shouting, God forgive her, but she did, over all the noise and tumult.

‘Manju. Please talk to me! Cassie’s dead, she’s dead and we need to find out who did it.’

The crying stopped, instantly. Manju collapsed back on to the mattress, one fist in her open mouth.

‘I told you to leave her alone,’ said Rob. 

‘Look, we can’t fanny about any more. I did that last time, and now Cassie’s dead.’

Rob looked away from her, concentrating on the pulse at Manju’s wrist. 

‘Just get out, Anna.’

‘Rob, I’m sorry—’

‘Just go.’

‘Doctor’s orders, is that?’

‘If you like.’



It was like a ghost ship at Giffnock. All available manpower had been pulled into the second wave of interviews, focusing on anyone with connections to the house in Linn Park: the developers who owned it, previous owners who could be traced, contractors who’d been there to quote or deliver, the architects who’d drawn up plans and the council officials who’d checked them, the parks employees who cut the grass or emptied the bins or fed the nearby horses. And the public appeal to all park users – the dog walkers, joggers, mums and weans – would throw up hundreds more lines, all of which would require to be recorded, checked, prioritised, actioned. Somewhere in there would be the nugget: they just had to pray it wasn’t buried weeks down like the burgundy slipper had been.

Anna’s office door was unlocked, her fleece still draped on her chair. And, yes, the money was all there too. She counted it, carefully, making sure it tallied with the number and denomination of notes on the deposit slip. Seeking comfort in the automatic, not thinking about Cassie dead and Robert hating her, putting the tens in one pile, twenties in another. More money than cheques, which seemed odd. Surely everything was done by credit card or bank transfer nowadays? Or were half of the residents true to stereotype, keeping biscuit-tin stashes beneath their beds? Every so often, she’d stop counting, flick through her emails, deleting and archiving all but the most essential. Seven shagging hundred at least from Mrs H but she couldn’t bring herself to look at them now. You had to be sharp to take on a ferret, and Anna was blunt, blunt, blunt. But she could count and make neat heaps of money.

Eighty, one hundred, hundred and twenty, hundred and forty.

Quick two-finger typing to the intelligence manager, the email headed re. Const Harris. She gave him the name Duncan had furnished her with, saying only that it had come from an anonymous source. It appeared to have gone quiet on the we-hate-Fraser-Harris front. Maybe having an unmarked car outside his house had scared whoever it was. Good. It was doubtful there’d be any more financial elastic to continue with that surveillance, now they had an ongoing murder enquiry. Tracking down this Sparky would put the final nail in the coffin – particularly if it turned out he worked for the charming Mr Avalon.

Sixty, eighty, two hundred.

In her paper-breeding in-tray, brown buff files, unopened envelopes, orange internals . . . this to Inspector Cameron, Easterhouse P/O. A memo, come to her by mistake. She scanned it; yes, it should be the new inspector at Easterhouse dealing with this.



Subject: Long service and good conduct medal 

Owing to the prolonged sickness absence of the above-named officer, who, having served 22 years within Strathclyde Police, is due to receive his long service and good conduct medal, I would be obliged if you could make arrangements to contact said officer and enquire as to whether he wishes to attend the forthcoming ceremony, or have the medal forwarded to his home address.



Forty, sixty, eighty, three hundred. All present and correct

She looked at the name on the memo again. Constable Stuart Wright.

Stuart of the hangdog face and scary wife. She pushed the memo away. The shifting air generated by the movement flapped a pile of twenties, dealing them squint like a hand of cards. She went to push the pile together again. Noticed something strange.

ADG948226

And the next one: ADG948226. And the next, and the next, all repeating the same serial number along the top and down the side. She rubbed the paper, felt the ink. Felt exhaustion overtake her, hand covering her face.

‘Oh Rob. Not you. Please not you.’

Two slow breaths. A sore, studding sensation as she picked up the phone. Cruikshanks would still be in the incident room. Cruikshanks would be living in the incident room for the foreseeable future.

‘Tom. I’ve just come across a load of your counterfeit notes. About three hundred quid’s worth. Really high grade, but the serials are all the same.’

‘Anna, my sweet, that’s great news, so it is. All adds salt to the pot. But I’m a wee bitty distracted the now. You might not have heard, but we’ve a thing called a murder enquiry erupting.’

‘No. Really? Would that be to do with the dead body I found for you?’

‘Nah, not connected at all. Look just put the notes in the safe at the bar for now. I’ll get someone down to uplift them when I can – I know for a fact the Fraudies are all at an away-day in Saltcoats.’

‘Lucky them.’

‘I know. How’s your mum by the way? I meant to ask before.’

She’s in a box, Tom. Ground up grey, finer than coffee. But it smells more like tea actually, kind of . . . ashy. You see, my mum is the literal embodiment of a piece of advice a very good friend once told me: Keep your life in boxes. And any time I don’t listen to that advice, I get a wee bit burnt too, and slip further into ashen. Not ash you understand, but pale and wan, a thin reflection of myself. The kind you catch in an unlit bathroom mirror. 

‘Yeah, fine,’ she said. ‘What do you want me to do with these notes, though?’

‘Well, if you could attach a wee statement, outlining who why where and when, and the cop’s contact details too.’

‘Tom, they’ve come from The Meadows.’

‘Ah.’ There was an intake of phlegmy breath. Then a lot more puffing. ‘Ah. Ah, ah, ah.’

‘Are you having some kind of seizure?’

‘No yet, doll, no yet. 

‘You understand what I’m saying? They came from the doctor, Rob Macklin.’

‘Aye aye. Your doctor.’

‘How d’you mean, my doctor?’

‘I heard he flung you over his shooder at Coriander, and gied you a fireman’s lift to his car. You need to choose your pals more carefully, hen.’

‘It might not be him though? Don’t you think? I mean, he said the money’s a mix of fees, bills and wages. There must be some log to record income and expenditure . . . If we can see who paid what—’

‘He’ll need to be questioned, but. Best if he’s brought in too, I’d say. In the circumstances. Then my lads can speak to him first. But I canny spare a living soul to pick him up. A couple of your troops’ll need to go. And if they could ask nicely for any financial spreadsheets, files or paper invoices too, that would be awfy good. Failing that, get a cop to stand by at The Meadows, take root in the office so nobody touches anything till I can get a warrant.’

‘Tom, I’ve virtually no one on the street as it is. You’ve bled us dry.’

‘Aye well, tell it to the violin player, doll. Place is like Bedlam here. I’ve got the detective chief super fae Pitt Street doing his dinger at JC not sixty feet away.’ He spoke very quietly. ‘You’re no gonny believe this, but the frigging Maguires have done a runner.’

‘What? But how?’

‘Daft bitch watching them telt them the good news about Cassie being deid, then “gave them a moment” to be on their own. In a bloody lounge with French doors to the garden, the garage, the back bloody lane. Her “moment” was sufficient to smoke a fag plus phone her boyfriend. They were long gone by the time she “thought it prudent” to go back in. Prudent? I’ll give you prudent . . .’

‘Look, Tom, I’ll just go back up myself.’

‘Well . . .’ His hesitation unfurled slowly, like he was picking through tangles that still perturbed him. ‘Aye . . . okay.’

‘Don’t sound so bloody grateful.’

‘No, no. That would be grand. You’re some kid. You sure you don’t mind?’

‘Nah, just stick a brush up my arse and I’ll sweep the floor too.’

Nice and gruff and grudging, but really, she was glad of the excuse. If it was Anna who first approached Rob, rather than some CID tosser with his sharp-creased suit and even sharper tongue, then at least she could temper the blow. Show him the banknotes and either watch his composure crumple, or his face pucker in confusion. It would be the latter, of course it would; how could she even doubt that? 

It would also let her gauge exactly how things stood between them, in the calm light of middle-afternoon, with Manju sleeping soundly and him mellowed to some degree of understanding. Surely. When he was in his métier, barking orders as a patient squirmed in cardiac arrest, some professional aggression must flow too. You had to invoke it, to make the whole thing work. Force folk to listen and do what they were told. Rob would understand that.

‘Take someone with you doll, eh?’ Cruikshanks was saying. ‘Even if it’s the lollipop lady fae Giffnock Primary. I want everything corroborated – just in case.’

‘In case what?’

‘Just keep it all official. Anna, I’ve got to go.’

‘Are you implying it somehow wouldn’t be “official” if I went alone?’

‘Two ticks, ma’am. Be with you in two ticks – okay, one tick. Anna, I’m protecting my investigation and I’m protecting you. That’s all I’m saying.’

The dull throb of a dead line, humming in her ear.

Et tu, Pieman? 

Ach, it was only Cruikshanks being paranoid. Probably something he ate. 

That’s right. Keep it light, keep floating above the surface, remember that feel of your feet on the floor. When Rob kissed you and soft pads of joyful air cushioned everything; your senses muffled and acute at once, so forensically aware of the blunt tips of bristle on his chin and the grain of the wood and how your skin was thinner where he’d touched it. Hang on to that.

Give yourself a chance.

Traffic was building in a teatime rush. She wondered where the Maguires were headed. In a city of over 600,000 – easily rising to a couple of million when you counted all the suburb-dwellers, the commuters, the tourists and the shoppers; with a six-lane motorway thrusting busily down south or off to the east; hundreds of back roads wending quietly to towns and villages, and miles of coastline offering ferries and escape – the options were abundant. The snake of traffic Anna was in grew ever more sluggish as it approached the roundabout at Eastwood Toll. A dark-coloured hatchback was edging forward from a side street, indicating left, but she didn’t stop for him. The driver was in his mid-sixties, with a pinched, fretting face, his collar too wide for his neck. She watched in her rear-view mirror, slowing to see if someone else let him out. The car behind her obliged, and she relaxed. Put on a Johnny Cash CD, playing live at San Quentin Prison.

Even thicker on the Ayr Road, the traffic jostled and hooted into place, two lanes merging into one – and an empty cycle lane. Who’d be mad enough to pedal their way through this? The congestion spaced out at the next roundabout, most cars peeling off to join the motorway link, and Anna carried on through old Mearns and the vestiges of farmland beyond, singing herself hoarse with a variation on San Quentin. 

Strathclyde Polis, I hate every inch of you.

When she got there, it looked like the staff and residents of The Meadows had just launched a school sports day. Groups of old biddies milling in the car park, nurses running in all directions. Two with blankets, charging round the back – was this a variation on the sack race? A stout woman in an overall bashed against Anna’s arm as she thudded past. 

‘Hey, what’s going on?’

But the woman didn’t stop, didn’t even look her way. Anna followed her to the rear of the old farmhouse, feet crunching on the cinder path, round to where all the action seemed to be. Heard a male voice yelling: ‘Get an ambulance. Dial 999 now.’ She felt fine hairs rising on her arms, smelled the faint, metal-earthiness of blood. A deep-knotted crowd stood below an open upstairs window. The curtain inhaled and exhaled, free to dance in air where it had part-torn from its pelmet. The fabric was bold, brave umbels of floral greens and orange. A horrible, dry-mouth déjà vu as Anna made her way, firmly, professionally, through frail, woolly elbows and slippered feet. She could hear wails and sobs, a woman singing, soft crooning in a foreign tongue. Padma was kneeling on the cinder pathway, singing Hindi lullabies to a dark head in her lap. Beside her Rob folded swathes of sari, bright tears streaming as he pressed desperately against an open head-wound. Another nurse, shouting into a mobile, ‘Please hurry. It’s very bad. She’s fallen from a window’, and Manju, Manju’s sad, small face staring vacant at the line where earth and sky merged into one.
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