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Prologue

Saturday, 15 February 2020

Billy Watson cast off from the quay without the faintest flicker of a premonition. He nosed the 23-foot creel boat out into the east harbour’s main channel with casual familiarity. The morning was no different from countless others: bitterly cold, a sharp northerly wind slicing through flesh and making his cheekbones ache. But at least it was fair, and the eggshell-blue February sky held no promise of rain to come. On the far shore, the outlines of Berwick Law and the Bass Rock were crisp as a painting. The chill waters of the Firth of Forth parted before the scarlet bows of the Bonnie Pearl, a thin line of white foam marking her passage.

Billy reached for his thermos mug of coffee and took a short nip; it was still too hot for a full swallow. He always liked to give it a wee blast in the microwave after he’d added the milk to make sure it stayed piping hot for as long as possible. A man needed all the help he could get to stay warm on a winter morning in the Forth estuary.

His cousin Jackie opened the wheelhouse door a crack and squeezed in, trying not to let the heat out. ‘Braw day for it,’ he said. It was one of Jackie’s limited and predictable conversational gambits. ‘Bit rough the day,’ was another. ‘Gey wet,’ his invariable response to rain.

‘Aye,’ Billy said, giving the engine some throttle. They left the shelter of the harbour for the choppier waters beyond the zig-zag pier that stretched into the sea and protected the harbour walls from the tideline surges that swept along the coast. A touch on the wheel and their course shifted till they were heading east, the Isle of May breasting the horizon like a humpback whale. As they drew level with the old windmill and the hollows and hillocks of the former salt pans, Billy slipped the engine into neutral and in a practised manoeuvre brought the Bonnie Pearl alongside the first marker buoy.

Jackie’s son Andy swaggered into view, his rolling gait compensating for the low swell. With the ease of experience, he reached over the side with a boat hook to snag the buoy that marked the end of the fleet of D-shaped creels containing the day’s first catch. Just like every other morning, he led the rope to the creel hauler and started the winch.

Even from the wheelhouse, Billy could see there was a problem. The rope was taut but no creel had emerged from the water. Andy was struggling, leaning over the gunwale, trying to manoeuvre the boathook. ‘Better give the boy a hand,’ Billy said to Jackie, who sighed and made his way down to the deck. The two men wrestled with the rope. Something seemed to be tangled in it, something that was a drag on the winch. Billy could see Jackie swearing eloquently, his words whipped away by the wind.

A rogue wave caught the bow and swung the boat through ninety degrees. Enough to make the men’s job easier. They staggered back a couple of feet, giving Billy a clear view of what was in the water.

For a moment, it made no sense. Billy’s brain translated the strange sight into a battered white creel marker buoy with slash marks. Then he recalibrated. No buoy ever came with a neck and shoulders.

Their first catch of the day was a drowned man.
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Sunday, 16 February 2020

Detective Sergeant Daisy Mortimer wasn’t easily put off her food. But for once, she stared at the bacon and egg roll she’d made for breakfast with a distinctly jaundiced air. In that crucial moment between sliding the egg on to the crispy bacon and squirting it with tomato ketchup, her boss had rung. ‘Morning, Daisy,’ DCI Charlie Todd had greeted her cheerily. She could hear his two kids bickering in the background.

‘Morning, sir.’ Daisy matched his cheer with perkiness. She liked her job and she liked Charlie Todd, after all.

‘A lobster boat out of St Monans pulled a body out of the Forth early on. Unexplained death, so we need to attend the PM. Meet me at the mortuary in Kirkcaldy at ten o’clock. Sorry to mess up your Sunday.’ He chuckled. ‘At least you’ll have time for a second cup of tea.’

Daisy ended the call and stared at her phone, a hollow ache in her stomach. Her first post-mortem. Did the boss actually know that? Did he assume she’d stood at the side of an autopsy table often enough to take it in her stride? It was less than six months since her transfer to the Fife-based crime squad and they’d not had a murder in all that time. There had been one suspicious death, but she’d been on a long weekend and, by the time she got back, it had been filed away as an accident.

Before that, she’d been in a general CID office in Falkirk. There had been plenty of crime but nothing that had ended on a pathologist’s slab. She prodded her roll with a neatly manicured finger, her lip curling in distaste. The thought of what she might be confronted with – the smells, the sounds, the sights – had killed all appetite. Given how squeamish she was about visits to the dentist, she anticipated she’d be one of the ones everybody took the mince out of, throwing up in the sink or, even worse, dropping to the floor in a dead faint.

In a different case, she could have weaselled out of it by volunteering to supervise the crime scene. But with a corpse fished out of the sea there was no crime scene to be preserved. There was no way out of this. She was going to have to face it some time. It might as well be today.

She stared out of the kitchen window of her rented flat. It looked across a busy dual carriageway to fields and woodland beyond. It had been the only aspect of the former council flat that had appealed to her, apart from the fact that she could afford it. Even so, most mornings, she looked out into the slowly brightening sky and felt good about her life. Not today, she didn’t.

Daisy binned her roll and headed for the poky bedroom, deliberately refusing to think about what lay ahead. She shrugged out of her dressing gown and put on what she thought of as her uniform – straight-leg black jeans with enough Lycra to make a chase possible, a close-fitting fine merino layer in dark grey and a deep plum sweater that made her actual shape a subject of speculation in the squad room. A skim of make-up, mascara to emphasise the bright blue of her eyes, then she tucked her thick curly hair into a scrunchy and she was ready to roll.

She was first to arrive. Professor Jenny Carmichael was checking her instrument tray before she began. Daisy introduced herself to the pathologist, who was swathed in full surgical greens, her fine silver hair reduced to narrow triangles in front of her ears. The professor raked her with a hawkish glance and said, ‘First time?’ Daisy nodded. ‘Thought so. Away and stand over there against the wall, far as you can get from the sharp end. That way you can suss out whether you’re a fainter or not without getting in the way.’

Daisy did as she was told and Professor Carmichael busied herself with preparations Daisy didn’t want to think about. The pathologist looked up when Charlie walked in and gave the barest nod of acknowledgement. ‘White male, in decent physical shape for his age,’ she said.

‘I’ve told you before, flattery’ll get you nowhere.’ That was Charlie all over, Daisy thought. Always a quip, whether it was the right moment or not.

Carmichael snorted. ‘You’re the one doing the flattering.’

‘And what sort of age would today’s customer be?’ Charlie peered across at the pale white body, bloated by its immersion in the sea.

‘Forty-nine,’ she replied with a quick sidelong glance.

Daisy thought she could see a twinkle and noticed Charlie decide to rise to it. ‘You’re not usually so precise.’

‘We don’t usually find a passport and a driver’s licence in the back pocket of our victims’ jeans.’ That seemed odd to Daisy till she remembered the body had turned up in the East Neuk of Fife, a popular tourist destination. Nobody wanted to leave their ID lying around in an Airbnb.

‘Victim?’ Charlie picked up on the key word.

The pathologist tutted and took a sideways step so she could turn the corpse’s head. ‘A sufficient insult to the back of his skull to prove fatal. And an absence of sufficient water in his lungs for him to have drowned. He’ll have been close to death when he went into the water.’

‘He couldn’t have fallen and hit his head on the way in? There’s plenty of rocks along that part of the Fife coast.’

‘The injury’s too regular for that. If you pressed me, I’d incline towards a baseball bat or a steel pipe.’

‘So, homicide.’

The professor gave a sharp sigh. ‘You know it’s not my job to make that judgement.’

‘I wasn’t asking, Jenny.’ He softened his words with a bashful smile, then turned to DS Mortimer. ‘The passport?’

She spotted the evidence bags on the side counter and picked up the two relevant ones. ‘It’s a French passport. Issued just over two years ago to a Paul Allard. Like the prof said, he’s forty-nine. His driving licence was issued in Paris at the same time—’

‘What? Exactly the same time?’

‘Same date. That’s weird, isn’t it? I mean, nobody has a passport and a driving licence issued on the same date, do they?’

‘Is there an address on the driving licence?’

She shook her head. ‘Nope. Only where it was issued, his name and date of birth.’

‘Well, that’s your first job, Daisy. Talk to somebody at the French consulate. Tell them we need to know all they can tell us about Paul Allard. What about next of kin? Who to contact in the case of an emergency?’ Charlie turned back to Professor Carmichael as he spoke.

‘Nothing. He left that part blank.’

‘So it’s down to you, Prof. Fingerprints? DNA?’

She looked up. ‘We should be able to get prints, he’s not been in the water more than twenty-four hours, I’d say. I need to talk to someone with more expertise in this area, though. DNA is no problem.’

‘Really?’

A swift eye-roll. ‘Charlie, it’s been nearly twenty years since we managed to extract DNA from a corpse that had been submerged in the Holy Loch for thirty-five years. Trust me, you’ll have a DNA result in a couple of days. Though whether that’ll help you, I don’t know. Can you still get the French to run things through their databases for you?’

Charlie groaned. ‘Nobody wants to do us any favours after Brexit.’

‘Maybe we’ll get a hit on our database,’ Daisy said brightly. ‘I mean, people who end up murdered are usually a bit dodgy, sir.’

‘We should be so lucky,’ Charlie said gloomily. ‘Have you got anything else for me, Jenny?’

‘He’s got a tattoo on his left shoulder blade. We photographed it; I’ll ping it across to you. It’s like a torch with seven flames and a ring below it.’

‘No handy inscription, I suppose?’

‘That would be too easy.’

He turned back to Daisy. ‘There you go, Daisy. A proper mystery. We don’t often get one of them, do we?’

The professor raised her eyebrows. ‘Surely the only interesting question is whether you can solve it?’
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Lazy Sunday mornings in bed with coffee and the Sunday papers on her tablet were a relatively recent experience for Detective Chief Inspector Karen Pirie. In the past, she’d have been up early, out for a walk, planning the week ahead, working out her strategies. But she’d been seeing Hamish Mackenzie for the best part of six months now and he’d persuaded her that it wasn’t a sin to take time off from her job running Police Scotland’s Historic Cases Unit. ‘You don’t get paid overtime,’ he’d reminded her. ‘It’s not good for you to work all the hours in the week. And if you genuinely care that much about your job, you’d recognise that you perform better with refreshed mind and body.’

Karen didn’t relish being told what to do by anyone, but in showing concern for how she could best do her job, Hamish had hit the right note. He hit the right note in so many ways. He was the first man she’d even contemplated any kind of relationship with since her lover Phil had been killed in the line of duty, the fate dreaded by anyone who loves a police officer. Somehow, Hamish had eased his way past her defences and here she was on a Sunday morning, in his bed, in his flat.

And why not? He was smart and funny, easy on the eye, kind and thoughtful. She looked forward to spending time with him. She enjoyed his company, whether they were out having fun or staying in doing nothing much. She liked those of his friends that she’d met. She loved his croft in Wester Ross. But she had reservations about waking up in this lavish New Town flat with its secret roof terrace. Like a lot of things about Hamish, it all felt a bit too much.

If she was honest, the sex was more exciting, more adventurous than it had been with Phil. But afterwards, she never felt completed the way she had with Phil. She’d never had a moment’s doubt about the love between them. But with Hamish … Karen hadn’t been able to say, ‘I love you.’ She’d sensed it on the tip of his tongue, hoped he wouldn’t give in to temptation.

Karen realised Hamish had said something she’d missed completely. ‘What?’

He was frowning at his screen. ‘I said, I think I can get us a table tonight at that place in Newport we’ve been wanting to try. They do rooms as well, I could see if we can stay over?’

‘Not tonight,’ Karen said in a tone whose finality she hoped he’d recognise.

‘Why not? If we take both cars, you can shoot off in the morning in plenty of time to get to work. And I can head north from there.’ From Monday morning to Wednesday night, Hamish worked on his croft in Wester Ross. The rest of the time he spent in Edinburgh, where he ran a small chain of coffee shops.

‘Not tonight. I have to be a place first thing in the morning.’

‘OK. How about we go for dinner and drive back afterwards?’

She wished he wouldn’t push it. ‘I need to be by myself this evening, Hamish.’

A hurt look sprang into his eyes. ‘Have I done something to upset you?’

‘It’s nothing to do with you.’ She hoped that would do it, but no. He had to persist.

‘Then what is it? I don’t want us to keep secrets from each other.’

Karen pushed herself more upright on the feather pillows. She didn’t want to discuss this in a slouch. ‘Tomorrow morning, the man who killed Phil is being released from prison. I want to be there.’

‘What are you planning?’ Anxiety vibrated from Hamish as if he were a freshly struck tuning fork.

‘Nothing. I want to see where he’s living, that’s all.’ Now she’d said more than she intended. ‘And I don’t want company.’

‘Do you think that’s a good idea?’

Before she could respond, Karen’s work mobile rang. Automatically, she reached for it on the bedside table. ‘DCI Pirie, Historic Cases Unit,’ she said.

‘Good morning, DCI Pirie. This is Sergeant Pollock from Barrack Street in Perth. We’ve got a walk-in this morning that I think is more up your street than mine. Any chance you could come up and help us reach a decision?’

Karen felt a familiar prickle of interest and turned away from Hamish. ‘Could you give me a wee bit more to go on?’

‘Well, it’s like this.’ He spoke slowly, keen to make sure he got his points across. ‘A member of the public came in and made a report at the bar. Her sister died in an RTA a few weeks ago and she’s just getting round to sorting out the deceased’s house. There was a camper van in the garage that the woman says definitely didn’t belong to her sister. She took a look inside and there’s skeletonised human remains in the back of the van. Now, the fact that they’re skeletonised says cold case to me and my boss. So we thought we’d cut to the chase and get you involved from the start.’

‘Are you telling me you’ve not already got a team on site?’

A pause. ‘We’re a bit stretched today, to be honest. We’ve got a royal visit, not to mention an armed robbery at a club last night.’

Karen sighed. ‘And a skeleton isn’t time-sensitive, right?’

‘Well, it’s not going anywhere, is it?’

In spite of her irritation at the lack of urgency, Karen was eager to be involved from the start. She never lost sight of the lives devastated by the cases she found herself investigating. But that didn’t mean she didn’t get a buzz at the thought of a new case to unravel, a mystery to explain, an aching gap in some strangers’ lives to fill with answers. ‘We’ll meet you at the house,’ she said. ‘Ping the address to my colleague.’ She ended the call and was about to make another when Hamish put a hand on her arm.

‘You’re not going to work?’

‘It’s a new case that looks like a cold case. I need to attend the scene.’

Hamish sighed and fell back on his pillows. ‘I can’t compete with the dead.’

She turned and kissed him. ‘It’s not a competition, it’s an obligation.’ And then she was out of bed, self-conscious in her nakedness. ‘I’ll have a shower then I’ll be out of your way.’

In the bathroom, she called her bagman, Detective Constable Jason Murray. ‘Morning, Jason. Sorry to screw up your Sunday but we’ve got a new case. Meet me at the office in twenty minutes.’

‘OK, we going anywhere interesting?’

‘Perth.’

‘Suspicious death?’

‘Correct. We don’t get many of those in the petty bourgeois capital of Scotland.’
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North Woodlands Crescent was a short drive from one of the big roundabouts that interrupted the dual carriageways sweeping round Perth, carrying traffic to more urgent destinations in all four points of the compass. Substantial whitewashed bungalows sat on their individual plots behind sturdy evergreen hedges trimmed to uniform heights. It had the air of a street determined that nothing should disturb its equilibrium. Nobody here would be having to call the police about rowdy teenagers doing drugs, or domestic disputes that spilled out beyond trim front doors, or joyriding car thieves doing wheelies on the litter-free streets.

‘This is the kind of place people get totally outraged about a murder on their doorstep,’ Jason remarked, pulling into the kerb behind a marked patrol car. ‘Like it’s a personal insult.’

‘We don’t know that it’s a murder yet,’ Karen said.

‘Fair enough, boss. But tucking a body away in the garage isn’t how most people react to natural causes.’

He was, she thought, definitely becoming both more insightful and more confident. Karen allowed herself a moment’s pride. Supporting Jason to be the best he could be was a cause Phil had recruited her to. Slowly but surely, the Mint was getting there. She grinned. ‘I don’t know. It is Perth, after all. Could be death to your social standing to admit to having a body in the boot.’

A uniformed sergeant emerged from the patrol car and raised a hand in greeting. He waited for them to approach then said, ‘DCI Pirie? I’m Sergeant Pollock. We spoke on the phone.’

‘Still no detectives on the scene? Or CSI?’ Obviously they did things differently in Perth.

‘I spoke to my inspector, he thought we should wait to see what you thought. It’s not like there’s going to be a hot pursuit or anything.’

‘It might have been an idea to get a forensics team out. It doesn’t matter whose case it ends up as, we’re going to need a full sweep of the scene.’ Karen spoke mildly but Pollock caught her grim expression.

‘Do you want to do that first, then? Before you take a look?’

‘Call them. While we’re waiting for them to get here, DC Murray and I will get suited up and assess the scene. And then we’ll want to talk to the woman who made the discovery. Is she down at the station?’

Pollock shook his head. ‘We let her go home. She was pretty shaken up, you know? I thought she’d be better in her own house, rather than here or sitting in an interview room for who knows how long.’

It wasn’t what Karen would have done, but she was getting the message that Barrack Street definitely wasn’t on the same page as the Historic Cases Unit. She hoped their response to live cases was more by the book. ‘What’s the name of the householder?’

‘Susan Leitch. She’s the one who was killed in the RTA. The woman who made the discovery was her sister, Stella. Also Leitch. Neither of them’s got any previous, not even a speeder.’

Ten minutes later, clad in rustling Tyvek and blue plastic shoe covers, Karen and Jason made their way through the front door and down the bland carpet of the hallway into a tidy kitchen. Karen clocked the assortment of oils and spices by the hob, the stoneware jar of utensils and a row of cookbooks with dinged corners and cracked spines. It looked like a place where cooking actually happened. In the far wall, a solid door opened on to a double garage. Their eyes were drawn to the half-uncovered VW classic camper van, but Karen forced herself to take a look around the rest of the space. First impressions were often a reliable indicator when things were out of kilter.

A rack for two bikes was fixed to one wall but only one bike hung there, a sturdy mountain bike with fat tyres and a mount for an electric motor. On the floor below it, the motor was plugged into a charger. Next to the bike rack was a board that held an array of tools that Karen assumed were the sort of thing you needed if you were going to take care of your own bike, rather than wheel it round to the local bike shop every time your brakes squeaked.

‘You know anything about bikes, Jason?’ she asked, without much hope.

‘Only the kind with engines, boss.’

On the opposite wall there was a workbench with an assortment of tools for minor DIY and maintenance – screwdrivers, adjustable wrenches, a couple of hammers and a hacksaw. Neatly stacked next to them, half a dozen paint tins, clearly partly used. By the looks of things, Susan Leitch was a well-organised woman. None of the signs of chaotic behaviour that often characterised domestic crime scenes. If that was what this was.

Karen crossed to the camper van, noting that the one tyre she could see was flat and looked as if it had been like that for a long time, to judge by the distressed state of the rubber. She opened the driver’s door with as little contact as possible. Stella Leitch had doubtless destroyed any fingermarks there might have been, but it never hurt to follow forensic protocols. Karen stuck her head in and sniffed. There was a faint smell of musty decay, but not the overwhelming stench produced by a rotting corpse. She noticed the passenger window was open an inch or two, which, coupled with the passage of time, would account for that absence. Keys in the ignition still.

She peered over the seat but couldn’t see much of the main cabin. ‘I’ll have to go in,’ she said, preparing to clamber on to the driver’s seat.

‘There’s a side door that lets you in, boss,’ Jason pointed out. ‘Maybe it’s unlocked too?’

Karen backed out. ‘We should wait for the CSI team. But the sister’s already disturbed the cover.’ She considered for a moment. ‘Get your phone out and take pics all round the van, so we’ve got a record of how it was mostly left before the sister shifted it. And don’t forget the number plate.’

‘There isn’t one,’ Jason said. ‘At least, not on the front.’

‘That’s interesting,’ Karen said, moving to the rear of the vehicle and carefully lifting the tarpaulin. ‘Same on the back. Somebody was thinking this through. OK, on you go, get the rest of the pics done.’

She stepped back and waited. A score of clicks later, she gingerly moved the tarpaulin away from the side door and tried the handle. It opened easily, sliding back on well-oiled runners.

On the floor of the van lay a disarticulated collection of bones, the skull with its corona of shed dark hair towards the front end, the scatter of tarsals and phalanges pointing towards the rear. Maggot pupae cases, like macabre Coco Pops, were scattered everywhere around and among the bones, evidence of why the body was stripped clean of flesh. It looked as if the victim had fallen or been placed on their side. What was clear from the first glance was that ‘victim’ was the right word. Across the back of the skull was the jagged crack of an obvious depressed fracture. Someone or something had hit this person very hard indeed.

The incongruity of the human remains was made more poignant by the tidiness of the rest of the van. Everything was stowed in its proper place; books on a shelf, clothes in slatted plastic boxes in an alcove, artist’s paints and brushes in a custom-made caddy. A few watercolours of lochs and mountains were tacked on the front of a cupboard. To Karen’s untrained eye, they looked like the kind of generic painting stocked by every Highland craft shop she’d ever been in.

She withdrew her head from the van. ‘We definitely need CSI. And River.’

Back at the car, stripped of her protective suit, Karen made the call. Fortunately, Dr River Wilde was in her university office in Dundee rather than the lab or the lecture theatre. Karen briefed her on their discovery. ‘Can you free yourself up for a wee trip to Perth?’ she asked.

‘Sure, these bones aren’t going anywhere. I’ll be with you within the hour.’

Reassured that the remains in the VW were in the best hands, Karen brought Pollock up to speed. ‘You’ll probably want to get some PCs up here to guard the scene, keep the nosy neighbours at arm’s length.’

‘Not to mention the bloody citizen journalists,’ Pollock grumbled.

‘And ask the techs whether they can find the VIN. Somebody’s removed the number plates, but they might not have known to erase the identification number. Even if they tried, the lab has ways of revealing it. Once the CSIs have done, Dr Wilde will want the remains uplifted to her mortuary in Dundee,’ Karen continued. ‘She’ll liaise with your officers on that. We’re off now to talk to the sister. Thanks for bringing us in so early. That way, nothing gets lost in the cracks of a handover.’

‘Aye, well, it’s not often we get something that’s so obviously a cold case from the get-go. Let me know if there’s anything you need back-up on.’

As they headed for Stella Leitch’s address, Jason said, ‘This is a funny one. Why would you keep a body in your garage?’

‘River always says that murder’s easy. It’s getting rid of the body that’s hard. It looks like Susan Leitch hadn’t figured out what to do with the second part of the deal.’

‘I get that, boss. But this is just bones now. Could you not smash them up with a hammer and take a wee bag at a time down to the beach and chuck them in the sea?’

‘It’d be worth a try, I suppose. But you’d have to be pretty cold-blooded to do that. Especially if the person you’d killed was somebody close to you. Even serious gangsters employ people to do their body disposal for them. They call them “the cleaners”.’

‘You’re kidding, right?’

Karen shook her head. ‘Wish I was, Jason. It’s apparently considered a skilled operation. There was a case a few years ago, down in England, where bits of a body kept turning up all over the countryside. I think by the end there were body parts discovered in five or six different force areas. They eventually did nail the guy responsible, but the full story didn’t come out in court. Apparently the organised crime gang responsible for the murder had fallen out with their regular cleaner because they thought he was charging too much. So one of the eejits in their gang thought, “How hard can it be?” and took on the job for a fraction of the fee. And it turned out he was rubbish at it. Rubbish to the tune of fourteen years inside.’

‘You’re not serious? How d’you know that?’

‘Because it was one of River’s cases. When they went to the pub afterwards to celebrate the guilty verdict, one of the serious crime squad guys told her the back story.’

Jason shook his head. ‘How do you get a job like that?’

‘I don’t think they recruit at careers fairs,’ Karen said drily. ‘I’m guessing Susan Leitch discovered that getting rid of the body in your VW wasn’t as easy as she thought.’
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