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Cleaning the shotgun was a ritual he’d always loved. As a boy, he used to stand in the doorway of the barn and watch his father do it, never allowed closer than the threshold because his mother feared guns and wanted him to fear them, too. But the shotgun – its barrel a pillar of trapped light by the time his father was done with it – held no fear, only fascination. When he was fifteen, his mother gave in, and although he’d already held it many times without her knowing – sneaking the key to the gun cupboard whenever he could – he was allowed to work and shoot and clean the shotgun for himself. His father once remarked that he’d a skill with it, and in his teens he’d basked for as long as he could in the compliment’s rare, awkward glow.

Every week he cleaned the gun, normally on a Saturday morning. In winter he’d sit under the kitchen light, clapping a little heat into his hands before he could start. But now it was June, the early sun already warming the scabbed tabletop, the hawthorn stand outside a riot of dawn chorus. It was only Friday, but he couldn’t wait another day. This thing had to be done.

The cleaning kit had also been his father’s, and each time he undid the leather roll and spread the tools out, he caught a snatch of the old barn’s smell. These were the same rods, worn smooth at the ends by his father’s hands, though the jags and brushes and mops he’d mostly replaced. The brass jag threw sparks of sunlight as he set up the rod, arranged the oils and lubricants, then opened up the gun. The sting of cold metal on his fingertips. His father had left him this beautiful object, and though that was years ago, he still couldn’t quite think of it as only his. He’d be sixty himself, soon, and no one to pass it on to – this gun as much a piece of him as his own right arm.

Yes, it had to be done. A gun was a tool; it practically asked to be used. He sprayed cleaner through each barrel, then waited, let it do its work. He’d been abandoned, he thought – and made a fool of, too. He put in the brush and worked it, felt it prickling away the smears of leaden dirt. The bristles came out sooty-looking: good. This clean needed to be thorough. He had no power left to get what he wanted, but that wasn’t an impediment. Few people dared to argue with a shotgun. This gun could open doors, extract apologies, where he could not. A shotgun demanded the utmost respect.

He mopped each barrel slowly, then cleaned the ejectors, dotting their motions with grease. The fore-end was pristine but he polished and greased it anyway, his pulse flicking up as he thought about what he must do. Not long now before he’d need to put on his boots, shoulder the gun, and walk out into the June morning.

The last thing was oil. Oil on the barrel and a rag to bring out its lethal shine. By the time he’d finished, his wrist ached with the rubbing down, and he could see his face reflected in the muzzle, glassy and dark. He reached for the cartridges automatically, then paused. The package made a smattering sound in his shaking hand. He always loaded the gun once it had been cleaned, always. Force of habit, he thought.

Now he looked down at the little vials of shot, their gold tops gleaming. This wasn’t what he wanted, was it? The shotgun was coming with him, but only as a threat: doors opened. Apologies extracted. Respect demanded. He wasn’t going to fire it. It wasn’t like that.

And yet. He thought again of his father, a man who never had to ask for anything more than once. Would this plan still be effective, with an unloaded gun? Would he still be able to say what he wanted, knowing the chambers were empty, and any threats he made were empty, too? His own hesitation made his cheeks burn, picturing his old man. What if his bluff was called? What if they didn’t do what he was asking? What if they laughed?

He fingered two cartridges up out of the box, and rolled them on his open palm. He almost laughed himself: what did it matter, after all? He wasn’t going to fire the gun. He wasn’t. That wasn’t in the plan.

He knew every inch of this shotgun by heart. Without looking – without witnessing himself – he checked the action, opened the chamber, and pushed the ammunition in.





07:00

HOUR ONE

To DI Helen Birch, there was little better in the world than a hot shower. She’d never been a bath person – she didn’t have time to be still for that long – but she thought of hot showers as an essential human right, up there with clean water and freedom of expression. Today, the skylight in the bathroom’s sloping ceiling was a square of bright aquamarine, and sent a hot, dusty pillar of sunlight down into the room. Birch hummed as she rinsed conditioner out of her hair. Today was going to be a good day: it was Friday, the sun was shining, and she had the morning off.

Outside, commuter traffic was beginning to pick up: when she switched off the water, Birch could hear the distant chug of a 26 bus making its way along Joppa Road towards the city. But when she padded back through to her bedroom at the front of the house, her head wrapped in a towel, the sound of the road faded and she could hear the soft, nearby breath of the sea. It was still one of her favourite things about living in this house on the Portobello promenade: its proximity to the waves. The surf had been creeping closer each morning, and in a couple of hours, there’d be a high tide.

Birch glanced in her dressing table mirror, and grinned at herself. The way she’d twisted the towel around her hair, she looked like a cupcake piled high with white frosting. Her phone was on the vanity in front of her, and as she looked down at it, it lit up with a text message notification, as if commanded.

Listened to that podcast episode last night! Actually not bad. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.

Birch closed her eyes, and pulled in a long breath. It’s going to be a good day, remember? she told herself. I will not get anxious about this. She opened her eyes again. A second text had appeared below the first: it’s pretty good in fact, and a smiley face emoji. The texts were from DC Amy Kato, Birch’s friend, colleague, and – apparently, this morning – personal cheerleader.

I’ll take your word for it, Birch texted back. Not listening to it myself until McLeod makes me.

She added a tongue-out, winking emoji to prevent the reply from sounding too crabbit. With her free hand, she knocked on the chipboard top of the dressing table once, twice. It wasn’t quite wood, but it was close enough. Let’s hope DCI McLeod has forgotten all about it, she thought.

But Birch couldn’t forget about it herself – not now Amy had prodded it to the forefront of her mind. As she got dressed, she found herself mentally running back over the whole sorry business. January, it must have been – an email had come in from the Police Scotland national news desk, forwarding on a media inquiry. The subject line read ‘Scot Free fortnightly true crime podcast’ and below the news desk’s brief explanatory note, there was a breathless, chirpy sort of email addressed Dear Helen.

 

Dear Helen,

We are Mac and Stuart, aka Scot Free, a fortnightly true crime podcast examining interesting Scottish crimes, both contemporary and historical. We’re currently researching and scripting an episode on the Three Rivers case of two years ago. Here’s the episode blurb we’re working with at the moment:

‘It was a fine, sunny morning in May when 20-year-old Ryan Summers walked into the Tweed campus of Edinburgh’s Three Rivers College and began to shoot at his classmates. Within thirty minutes, thirteen young women were dead, and Summers had turned the gun on himself. The tragedy left our country reeling and the local community struggling to cope. In the weeks that followed, questions were raised in the press and by the victims’ families over the official police response to an incident which represented the greatest loss of life from gun violence in Scotland since the Dunblane massacre in 1996. In this episode, we’ll retell the full story of that fateful day, and revisit those questions, with input from eyewitnesses, from individuals close to the victims, and from Police Scotland. This promises to be our most challenging and in-depth episode yet.’

We’re writing to you because we’d love for you to be involved in the episode. We know you were among the first responders on the scene at Three Rivers, and you played a significant role in the subsequent investigation. If you’re willing to be featured, we’ll happily meet you at a time and place that’s convenient for you, to record an interview. We’re hoping that members of the victims’ families will also be involved.

If you have any questions, just let us know. We’re really hoping you’d like to join us.

All best wishes,

Mac and Stuart, Scot Free

 

That was nearly six months ago, but Birch remembered quite clearly that she’d wrinkled her nose, said ‘you must be bloody joking’ out loud into the silence of her office, and hit delete.

Now, she shook herself. She’d never get out of the house if she kept up this daydreaming. She decided to risk it and wear her new charcoal jeans. Yes, they were jeans, but they were smart jeans, and she could pair them with a blouse. They’d do for the office later – it was Friday, after all. Birch gnawed at the little plastic tab with her front teeth until it broke, and the tags came away. It’d be nice to have pockets for once – she owned probably a dozen pairs of black poly-mix trousers, and not a single pair had pockets.

 

As it turned out, DCI McLeod had also received an email from the podcasters, asking if he’d be willing to appear on the episode.

‘I don’t know what’s more absurd,’ he’d said, having stalked into Birch’s office to confirm that she, too, had been contacted. ‘The request, or the fact that the news desk deemed it worthy of forwarding on!’

‘Maybe they thought it was a good idea,’ Birch had said, hoping McLeod hadn’t already called the news desk to tear a strip off someone. ‘Positive publicity, or something.’

McLeod had looked down his nose at her.

‘You want to do this?’

She had to be honest.

‘I really don’t, sir,’ she’d said. ‘To tell you the truth, I deleted the email as soon as I’d read it.’

McLeod huffed air out through his nose.

‘Then that settles it. Think on it no more, Helen. I’ll let them know in no uncertain terms that no one from Police Scotland will be taking part.’

 

Birch puttered downstairs, still in bare feet, goosebumps rising on her arms. The blouse she’d picked was thin: the weather app told her it would be another hot June day, but it was still early. Yesterday’s shoes were beside the back door: plain black ballet pumps. They were flimsy slip-ons, but they’d do. Today was going to be a light day, Birch was determined. When she got into the office later, she’d use the afternoon to blast through her to-do list: her inbox needed serious attention. She’d be sitting down all day: driving to HMP Low Moss to see her brother, Charlie, driving back into Edinburgh, and then sitting at her desk. Birch opened the fridge door to retrieve milk, and found the fridge empty but for its red-topped carton, half a bar of Galaxy, and a bag of sodden-looking salad. Okay, and Aldi on the way home, she thought. She couldn’t really justify another takeaway this week.

She had forgotten about the whole thing with the podcasters, until a blustery day about a fortnight ago when Amy had walked into her office without knocking. Normally it wouldn’t have mattered, but Birch had decided to devote that particular afternoon to organising the paper files on a particularly gnarly case. She’d spread the various pages out on the floor, and was sorting them into chronological piles, when Amy walked in. The opening door created a draught – Birch had watched from her cross-legged position on the carpet as the last half-hour of good work was undone in a small hurricane of paper.

‘Shit,’ Amy said. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Birch levered herself up off the floor.

‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘It’s not the greatest filing system in the world, this. I deserve it.’

Amy was still cringing.

‘Really,’ Birch said, ‘it’s fine. What can I do you for?’

Amy had waved her phone at Birch. The screen was lit, but Birch didn’t recognise what was on it.

‘I’m just back from my lunch break,’ Amy said. ‘I’ve been listening to that podcast. You know the one – Scot Free. They emailed you and McLeod a while back?’

The memory of that day in January had fallen into Birch’s head.

‘Yes, I remember them.’

‘Okay,’ Amy continued, ‘so, they’ve made the episode, and it’s going to air in the next slot, two weeks from now. I’ve just listened to their teaser for it at the end of the current episode. And, I’m just wondering, marm – is it possible that either you or DCI McLeod . . .’

‘That we what?’

Amy squirmed.

‘What I’m trying to ask is . . . were either of you a little short with them when you turned down their invitation?’

Birch frowned.

‘I don’t think I did turn down their invitation,’ she said. ‘I just deleted the email. McLeod said he was going to respond.’

Amy bit her lip.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I think he might have pissed them off a bit.’

 

Behind her on the kitchen worktop, her phone began to ring. It set the plate and knife she’d taken down from the cupboard vibrating, the sound like a trilling porcelain bell. Birch squinted at the caller ID before swiping to answer: Anjan.

‘Hey, honeyface,’ she said. The half-second of silence before Anjan replied confirmed he was still adjusting to her pet names.

‘Morning, Helen,’ he said.

Okay, it’s no honeyface, Birch thought, but at least he sounds chirpy.

‘Sorry it’s early – I know you have the morning off today,’ Anjan went on. ‘I’m just getting to the office and I wanted to catch you before you head out. I am right in remembering you’re going to see my client, yes?’

‘You are.’ Birch smiled. They’d been an item – on and off – for almost eighteen months, and Anjan still couldn’t help talking to her like a lawyer. ‘I’m heading over there in a bit. Just having toast.’

‘Well,’ Anjan said, ‘I thought you might like to give Charlie a little good news while you’re there.’

Occasionally, Birch had moments like this one: moments where she felt as though she were looking down on her own life from above, as if it were a giant and very strange game of The Sims. I am a police officer, she thought, whose wee brother is doing time for a whole bunch of nefarious crimes, and just to complicate things that little bit further, I’m dating his defence lawyer. She shivered, balling her toes in her shoes. If it weren’t for how boring everything else is, she thought, my life could be a soap opera.

‘Helen?’

‘Yes, sorry. Good news?’

She thought she could sense Anjan smiling on the other end of the phone. She imagined him sitting in the warm, plush interior of his car, waiting to get out and go into the office. In the background, she heard the chug and suck of a street-cleaning truck doing its morning rounds.

‘You might have done the maths yourself,’ Anjan said, ‘but today marks six months to the day since Charlie’s sentence was extended. As of this moment, he’s out of the doghouse. I’d like you to tell him for me.’

Birch felt a pang of guilt. She hadn’t done the maths, and now she felt like she should have.

‘I’d like you to tell him, also,’ Anjan said, ‘that I hope he’s learned from this experience. We don’t want a repetition of the sort of behaviour that led to this extension. He doesn’t want to appear before an inquiry panel again, mark my words. Six extra months was a lucky break. They won’t be so lenient if there’s a next time, so tell him: there must not be a next time.’

Birch grinned.

‘I’ll pass on that scolding,’ she said, ‘but I’m pretty sure he’s aware. You know I’ve henpecked him plenty myself since the decision was handed down.’

Now she knew Anjan was smiling.

‘That’s my girl,’ he said. ‘Kindly tell him that I hope I never again have the pleasure of working with him.’

‘Got it,’ Birch said. ‘If he gets into any more prison fights, he’s on his own.’

‘Tell him he shouldn’t—’

Birch laughed.

‘Anjan,’ she said, ‘I’m kidding. Don’t worry, I’m sure he’d be delighted if he never saw you again, either.’

‘You know,’ Anjan said, putting on a mock-wounded voice, ‘I get that a lot.’

‘Me too.’

‘I can’t imagine anyone not wanting to see you ever again.’

Birch blushed. One of the upsides of their two busy jobs – of only seeing one another sporadically, in between caseloads and paperwork and meetings – was the fact that they hadn’t got comfy, hadn’t got too accustomed to one another. Anjan could still give her butterflies.

‘Speaking of seeing each other,’ she said, ‘are you free for a drink tonight?’

She waited for a beat, while Anjan checked the calendar he somehow managed to accurately keep and update in his mind. Birch’s own calendar was a mess of double-bookings and scribblings-out on the wall beside the kitchen door.

‘You know,’ he said, slowly, ‘I think I can go one better. Dinner?’

Birch grinned again, warmed now by the conversation’s turn, her toes uncurling.

‘Lovely,’ she said. ‘Anywhere you particularly fancy?’

‘Somewhere near my place. The Outsider? I’ll get Jennie to call and book.’

‘Sounds great,’ Birch said. Not for the first time, she felt a pang of jealousy about Jennie. Not because she was another woman in Anjan’s life – Jennie was happily married and soon to become a grandmother – but because Birch wished that she, too, had a secretary she could pass her life admin on to. ‘Say hi to her for me, would you?’

‘I will. Shall we say seven thirty? I might not be able to get away before then.’

‘Not a problem.’ It was Friday, Birch reminded herself. If she didn’t have a hot date of her own, Amy Kato might be persuaded to come out for a glass of wine or two after work – then Birch could go on afterwards to the Outsider. She resolved to text Amy as soon as she finished the call. It was too long since the two of them had caught up outside work.

‘Well, my day is better already,’ Anjan said. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’

It wasn’t until Birch flicked back to her text app and saw Amy’s earlier messages that she remembered about the podcast, and the squirm of anxiety returned. Amy had played the preview clip to Birch that day two weeks ago, standing amid the scattered papers on her office floor.

‘We’ll be taking a deep dive into the Police Scotland response to Three Rivers,’ one of them said – in the recording, they sounded identical, their Edinburgh-inflected voices nearly impossible to tell apart. ‘In the months that followed the tragedy, questions were asked about the investigation, and many failings were brought to light. We’ll examine those failings one by one, and ask: was the aftermath of the shooting mismanaged? Do Police Scotland have blood on their hands?’

‘As we’ll discuss next time’ – okay, that was the other one speaking, now – ‘Police Scotland declined to comment, and refused to be part of our Three Rivers episode in any way. We’ll be looking at why that might be: what’s being hidden by those officers we approached in good faith?’

Amy had cut off the sound.

‘That’s about it,’ she said. ‘Subtle, it is not.’

Birch had realised she’d been shaking her head erratically, and forced herself to stop.

‘But what do they have?’ she asked, knowing even as she formed the words that Amy could have no real idea. ‘What information can they possibly have?’

Amy winced.

‘It sounds like they might have talked to Grant Lockley.’

Birch had shuddered, then, thinking back to all the damage Grant Lockley and his snide tabloid column had done. His endless attempts to sabotage the Three Rivers investigation with negative press; his callous door-stepping of the victims’ families. Grant Lockley phoning at all hours of the day and night. Grant Lockley going through bins, quite literally digging for dirt. He lived in a twelve-by-eight-foot box now, just like Charlie. And yet, here he was again: finding a platform for his odious views.

Amy’s texts this morning had done very little to reassure Birch: it’s pretty good in fact, smiley face. How could anything that involved Grant Lockley be anything approaching pretty good?

 

Walking down the promenade to her car, Birch could see the long, flat gleam of the Firth of Forth as it stretched out under a cloudless sky, all the way to Fife. Sunlight glinted in pinpricks off the distant buildings of Burntisland and Kinghorn. In the shipping lane, a freighter shimmered, heat already pulsing down on to the water. No, Birch thought, I won’t give this headspace. It’s my morning off. I’m going to have a quiet day, and then a lovely dinner with Anjan. Today is going to be a good day.

‘It is, damn it,’ she said, opening the car door and shoving all thoughts of Grant Lockley out of her head. As she turned the key in the ignition, Radio Forth 1 started up, playing some clubby track she’d never heard before, but which immediately made her pulse quicken.

‘It’s going to be a good day.’ As she nosed her CID Mondeo out of its space, Birch said the words aloud, hoping she could make them come true.
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